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Abstract 
Nostalgia has become a trend in the popular culture ofHong Kong in recent 
years. This study is primarily concerned with the articulation of nostalgia in 
some contemporary fibns as a mediation of the colonial experience of Hong 
Kong. The main objectives are firstly, to examine how the contemporary 
articulation of nostalgia in fihns opens up a cultural space where identity 
formation is realized by the public at large. Secondly, how this praxis of 
identity should be understood in relation to the specific colonial process of 
Hong Kong. Whereas nostalgia is commonly interpreted as a retrieval to the 
past for the purpose of "escaping" from a "lacking" present, I argue for a more 
active process of identity formation undertaken by the public in their 
identification with the nostalgia trend. One of the basic assumptions is that 
culture should be viewed as a dynamic site where the voices of the ordinary 
people interact with the existing social, historical, and political power 
relationships and nurture a specific social imaginary. A second assumption is 
that much as the process of cultural identity formation is active, it has to be 
understood as a praxis which is effected within the limits and possibilities ofour 
colonial experience. Li other words，I argue for a study ofpopular culture, or 
particularly the sentiment of nostalgia in fibns in this project, as a multifarious 
and complex cultural space where the public may express opposition and yet 
simultaneously bound by colonial regime of power. To investigate the 
• 
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sentiment of nostalgia is not to locate the specific objects of nostalgia or to go 
for an archaeological undigging of some of our most precious cultural memories 
of tbe past Rather, it is to see how the present may make sense of the past, 
and how it reflects our attitude towards history in the context of colonialism. 
This thesis is an attempt to see the contemporao^ articulation of nostalgia in 
fibns as a mediation of the colonial process of Hong Kong. It is hoped that by 
examining the attitude of histoiy as evident in fikns and in the cultural space 
that these fihns open up to the public’ a deeper understanding of our colonial 
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The Representation of Space in Contemporary Hong Kong Nostalgia 
Fflms 
Chapter 1 bitroduction:ContempoTaiy Nostalgia Fikos Understood in 
the Colonial Context ofHong Kong 
The present project attempts to investigate the formation of cultural identity 
in contemporary Hong Kong through the study of a specific form of popular culture 
---the contemporary nostalgia films in the late 1980s and 1990s. My prime 
concem is to unearth the complexities of cultural identification at a time when the 
colony is faced with tremendous historical, political and social changes. Through 
the study of contemporary nostalgia films, I shall study how the filmic space serves 
as a cultural space where Hong Kong people actively engage in the process of the 
search for identity. 
W--. 
Di this introductory chapter, I shall define the scope of my project through a 
discussion on three areas which are closely tied with my central concerns in this 
thesis. Before the discussion of films, I shall focus on some essential issues related 
to popular culture and colonialism in order to pave way for a contextualized reading 
ofnostaIgia in my main study. Firstly, I shall discuss the nature ofpopular culture 
as a form of public participation and expression. Secondly, I shall discuss how 
popular culture in Hong Kong should have to be understood in a colonial setting, 
with particular reference to the specific historical context of the colony. Lastly, 
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given the theoretical and historical context hence set forth, I shall proceed to 
elaborate how contemporary nostalgia films may be understood as mediation ofthe 
colonial process ofHong Kong, thereby delineating the specific context within which 
my analysis ofnostalgia films in the following chapters wiU be located. 
I. Popular Culture as an Arena ofPublic Participation 
In Reading the Popular, John Fiske suggests that popular culture is a constant 
process of the production of social identities: "Culture is the constant process of 
producing meanings of and from our social experience, and such meanings 
necessarily produce a social identity for the people involved" (1989:1). The study 
of popular culture as a production of social identities, however, embraces diverse 
approaches that attempt to interrogate the relationship between cultural products and 
the society. One approach is found in the cultural theories put forward by the 
‘Frankfurt School. Adomo puts forward the notion of the dominance of “culture 
industry in modem capitalist society. Implicit here is the view that the public 
masses are passive, that they submit directly to the ideological domination by 
"administration" and commodified culture. He claims, "Culture as a common 
denominator already contains in embryo that schematization and process of 
cataloguing and classification which bring culture within the sphere of 
administration" (Adomol993:38). The cultural theories of the Frankfurt School 
hence constitute a negative picture of popular culture, subjecting the public to the 
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industry in the process oftheir participation in popular culture. Adorao claims, "In 
every product ofthe culture industry, the permanent denial imposed by civilization is 
once again unmistakably demonstrated and inflicted on its victims. To offer and to 
deprive them of something is one and the same" (Adomo 1993:39-40). That is to 
say, the public masses are considered to be blind to the manipulative power of 
cultural productions and representation in terms of their standardization of values 
and the illusiveness of "pseudo-individuality" (Adomo 1991:46). Along another 
framework, in his critique of the bourgeois way of life, Georg Lukacs employs the 
notion of “reificatiod, to depict the state of mind of the public in a capitalist 
economy to perceive all things equally reducible to the same denominator of 
exchange value, hence resulting in individual consciousness becoming reified and 
politically handicapped. 
In unearthing the ideological manipulation of cultural productions, whether 
popular or refined, in the modern capitalist society, members ofFrankfurt School and 
Lukacs have presumed a more or less deterministic relationship between culture and 
- individual consciousness, assuming that there is a priori nile of causality in the way 
individual consciousness has been “produced” by "machines of subjectivity" of the 
socio-cultural institutions of the modem capitalist society. 
Assimilating such Marxist critiques into the investigation of popular culture, 
one can easily decode the assumption of passivity and submissiveness in the role of 
the public in relation to identity formation. The public is thus assumed to be all but 
passive recipients ofthe "distorted" messages carried across by the culture industry. 
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Popular culture is viewed as 6&rec^ ideological constructs. In Hong Kong, there are 
also tendencies in seeing popular culture as direct ideological constructs in the field 
ofcultural criticism. Colonialism and commercialism, which characterize the social 
and cultural context of the expansion and proliferation of the culture industry in 
Hong Kong, are very often seen as the over-determining forces which act upon the 
individual consciousness of the public. Whereas these approaches may have been 
valid in foregrounding the broader social and cultural context in which popular 
culture takes its shape, they have undeniably operated within the theoretical limits of 
assuming both popular culture and the public as static constructs, 
Sze Man-hung (史文鴻)，emphasizing a critical reflection of "taste"(品味） 
in his studies of local popular culture, foregrounds "intellectualism" as the pre-
requisite criteria in which popular culture should be understood. Sze's basic 
assumption is that the popular culture industry in Hong Kong operates within the 
limits of commercialism over-determined by capitalist imperatives. He sees such 
commercial and capitalist imperatives as forces which deprive the public of any 
'critical consciousness of the social reality at large. He claims, "the majority shares a 
commercialized form of mass culture created for mass entertainment and profit-
making for the giant corporations...the position taken by the masses inebriated by the 
pop entertainment and ‘culturaT consumption offered [suggests that] more mass 
entertainment means less awareness of the social reality and of the great discrepancy 
of power, status and social opportunity" (Sze 1995:85). He thus advocates an 
intellectually critical reflection of"taste" as he says, "Art works for a good cause for 
humanity. On the contrary, if what we are faced with is only a sickly form of 
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entertainment and sensual gratification, then a true pursuit oftaste should get rid of 
this form ofsickly condition …Genuine taste is based on knowledge" (my translation) 
(史文鴻 1993:56). Implicated in Sze’s views is thus the adoption of a praxis of 
critical reflection as an “exit” to the reified consciousness ofthe public, which is seen 
to be flKrec//y"produced" by the commercial imperatives ofpopular culture in Hong 
Kong. 
Leung Ping-kwan (梁秉鈴)，on the other hand, foregrounds how forces of 
colonialism in Hong Kong work towards a certain "marginaIization" ofHong Kong 
identity. He sees the "marginality" ofHong Kong identity as that which deprives 
the public ofthe capacity to narrate a genuine "Hong Kong story，，，due to the fact 
that Hong Kong people have intemalizedXhQ projection ofcolonial stereotypes and 
thereby image themselves as the other looking down upon their own culture. 
Leung claims, "Why do Hong Kong people lack an understanding ofHong Kong 
culture? This is perhaps due to the intersection ofcolonial forces，which makes Hong 
Kong people internalize this consciousness ofbeing the ‘other，，and look down upon, 
“not able to articulate, even distantiate and neglect the existence ofour culture" (my 
translation)(梁秉鈞 1993:26). Leung hence sees how this internalization of 
marginality has resulted in the lack of"Hong Kong stories’，. With a different focus 
from Sze's view of the public as totally passive and static, Leung's approach renders 
the existing colonial regimes of power as a static construct. The discourse of 
marginality which Leung constructs in his investigation of Hong Kong culture 
suggests how colonialism works through a one-sided ideological penetration into the 
consciousness of the public as colonized subjects. In discussing "internalization", 
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Leung comes up with a model which sees colonialism as a priori rule of causality in 
the way culture has been directly and deterministically "produced". 
In fact, these local approaches to the study of popular culture, despite their 
sensitivity to the need of historicizing and contextualizing the investigation of 
popular culture, do not deviate much from the critical theories as put forward by the 
Frankfurt School or Lukacs. They share in common a deterministic view either in 
seeing the public as "trapped" within the ideological state apparatuses and thus 
always directly submissive, or in seeing culture as static, ready to be appropriated by 
regimes of power. Whereas it may be an undeniable truth that the way the public 
"makes sense of' cultural meanings is closely tied with the social context at large, 
these approaches of cultural criticism have presumed almost the existence of a static 
and unbridgeable boundary between apparatuses of power，popular culture and the 
public at large. 
Seen from another perspective, Sze's emphasis of commercialism as that 
,-which deprives the public of critical abilities in fact operates on a binary opposition 
of the producers of popular culture as a dominator, and the public as cultural 
consumers inevitably the dominated This binary notion of dominator/dominated in 
fact overlooks the interactive forces between both parties and render both as static 
agents. It may be partly true that the "taste" of the public is to a very large extent 
constructed and defined as such by the culture industry. Yet, the process through 
which such "taste" is gradually acknowledged, internalized and assimilated into the 
systems of differentiation between "good taste" or "bad taste" and hence, the choices 
6 
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of"desirable" or "undesirable" cultural products among the public would have to be 
put under scrutiny. In fact, in the commercial society of Hong Kong, these 
processes ofdifFerentiation which determine their "consumption choices" in tum act 
upon the strategies undertaken by the industry in the public needs to cater for market 
demands. The investigation ofhow such a system of differentiation is derived and 
consensually sustained within a given historical, social and cultural context should 
thus be the crux of cultural criticism along the line of analysis of commercialism. 
The adoption of a one-sided approach in condemning the industry by Sze hence fails 
to articulate the meaning-investing and meaning-producing process undertaken by 
the public as a context-specific articulation of their desires through participating in 
popular culture. 
Implicit in Leung's view towards Hong Kong culture in relation to 
colonialism is also a binary notion which sees the relationship between the colonizer 
and the colonized as one that inevitably falls within the binary opposition of 
oppresser/oppressed. Colonialism, as implicated by Leung, is almost a static 
.-construct whose forces operate through a one-sided penetration into the 
consciousness of the "oppressed" public towards their culture. Although Leung 
mentions the process of "internalization" of the colonial "other" by the public, he 
overlooks the very process of meaning-production which makes this internalization 
possible and consensually sustained among the public. In other words, implicit in 
Leung's approach is the view of both colonialism and popular culture as static 
constructs. In the following section, I shall elaborate on how colonialism and 
popular culture should both be viewed as active constructs, and that the complex 
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process in which colonialism works is precisely through this meaning-producing 
process ofidentity formation. 
De Certeau, in The Practice ofEveryday Life, suggests how popular culture 
should be viewed as a space of “tactici^ of the “common peopld' in which their 
strategies of contestation, intervention or subversion of power are nevertheless 
contained within the already existing mode of production or regime of power. In 
his words, the place of a tactic "has at its disposal no base where it can capitalize on 
its advantages, prepare its expansions, and secure independence with respect to 
circumstances" ^ )e Certeau 1984:xix). That is to say, much as the common people 
may manoeuvre tactics as an intervention or subversion of the existing convention 
and power relationships, the common people are still "within the system which they 
assimilated and which assimilated them externally" (1984:32). As De Certeau 
claims, "Procedures of consumption maintained their difference in the very space that 
the occupier was organizing" (1984:32). 
,- De Certeau's view sheds light upon the very contradictory nature of popular 
culture as a site of identity formation. On one hand, one-sided ideological 
domination may fall short of total "control" in the very act of people effecting 
"tactical moves，’ against the already existing power structures. On the other, the 
active role assumed by the public through processes of meaning-production or 
investment, effecting resistance or empowerment should not be conveniently taken as 
strategic reversal that could easily "escape" the extemal social and cultural context. 
What is more essential is that these tactical moves are efFected and enacted within 
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the limits and parameters of the existing ideological power relationships. This 
explains the very nature of popular culture as a site of contradictions and as a 
multifarious mechanism in the social construction of identities. 
In this light, some examples of local studies of popular culture such as Sze 
and Leung may be seen to have neglected this essential contradictoty nature of 
popular culture in their ways of exemplifying the unbridgeable boundary between the 
public and the existing power structures. As noted by Stuart Hall, popular culture 
is structured “within the opposition between the power-bloc and the people，， 
(emphasis added) (Hall 1981:227-240). The power-bloc consists ofaunified and 
relatively stable alliance of social, historical, economic and political forces. The 
people, on the other hand, is a diverse and dispersed set of social allegiances. The 
relationship between them is thus always one ofconfIict or confrontation. 
hi the study of contemporary Hong Kong nostalgia films, there are also 
examples oflocal cultural critiques which have adopted similiar deterministicview in 
'-the investigation ofthe contemporary mode ofnostalgia as a form ofpopular culture. 
Li Cheuk-to (李焯桃)，a local film critic, has commented on the rise ofthe trend of 
nostalgia in Hong Kong by suggesting that it is a manifestation of "postmodern" 
spirit in Hong Kong due to 1997 issue. According to Li, 1997 issue has sparkled 
anxieties，despair and distrust towards the Chinese authorities in their increasing 
control and intervention in local issues and politics in recent years. Accompanied 
with this feeling of distrust and anxieties is hence a rebellious, or in Li's words, a 
"postmodern" spirit. In relation to histoty, this "postmodern" spirit manifests itself 
身 
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as a "disappearance of historical consciousness", in terms of "playing" with history 
other than going for any serious historical reflection. In discussing the popular 
nostalgia parodic comedy 92LegGndaiyLaRoseNoh-e{92M^MMMSkM, 1992) 
by Lau Chun-wai (§1]^>^), Li sees the film as an example ofpostmodem nostalgia 
"pastiche" as suggested by Jameson, and concludes the trend ofnostalgia by saying, 
"This form of ‘nostalgia, reflects a disappearance of historical consciousness. The 
fact that we are unable to position ourselves in relation to history and not willing to 
face the present dilemma drives us to retrieve to a simpler past" (my translation)(李 
掉杉匕 1993a:19). What is implicit in Li's view is thus that the "disappearance of 
historical consciousness，，as registered in the contemporary trend of nostalgia is a 
direct result of circumstantial impact, the 1997 issue, the global sense of "fin-de-
siede", etc. In other words, public participation in the contemporary mode of 
nostalgia is seen as entirely passive and negative in abiding by the reified 
consciousness ofhistory exemplified by the popular culture industry offilms. 
Lok Fung (洛楓),pseudo-name ofChan Siu-hung (陳少紅)，a local cultural 
*r'' 
critic, holds a similar view with Li with regard to the investigation of contemporary 
nostalgia. Lok Fung suggests that, despite the immense sense of anxieties and 
despair prevalent in the society, the late 80s and 90s drive Hong Kong people to 
retrieve to the past out of a strong sense of self-consciousness of identity. She 
claims, 
"Much as it is true that the 1997 issue brings forth social insecurity and 
political changes which makes people worry about the present and the 
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future, and hence escapes to history, the 'disappearance of history，， 
'flattening ofhistory' as emphasized by F. Jameson and others may not 
be applicable to explain the post-colonial situation of Hong Kong, or 
the rise of nostalgia films; On the contrary, in the phenomenon of 
nostalgia films, 'historical sense’ and 'historical consciousness' are the 
most significant, and most distinguished" (my translation)(洛楓 
1995:64-65); and, 
“It is hoped that, through the pursuit and identification with one's 
history and identity, one can make sense of the chaotic present. The 
1997 issue has brought forth a strong sense of self-consciousness" (my 
translation) (1995:66). 
What is implicit in Lok Fung's view towards the contemporary trend of nostalgia 
films is that the social, historical and political changes which Hong Kong is now 
faced with do not only present a negative picture in relation to the sense of Hong 
-• Kong identity. Lok Fung sees the contemporary trend of nostalgia as a 
manifestation of how Hong Kong people actively search for a historical and cultural 
identity as an "exit" to the present crisis. It is a strong historical consciousness 
which is implied in Lok Fung's view. Although her analysis of contemporary 
nostalgia films also operates along the line of seeing the films as antihistorical and 
largely commercial, she argues that the public actively engages in a process of 
searching for identity in the "consumption" ofnostalgia (see 洛楓 1995:73-75). 
11 
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Lok Fung also emphasizes that the colonial process of Hong Kong has 
f. • 
produced historical ruptures throughout the colonial history in terms of the cultural 
or education policies of the colonial government (see 洛楓 1995:65). Yet, what is 
essential to note in her views is the assumption of history as an "essence", which is 
seen to have been "lost" in the historical ruptures of the colonial history of Hong 
Kong, and which, if found, could "recover" a coherent historical identity of Hong 
Kong people being colonized subjects. Lok Fung's view hence slightly differs from 
Li's as she does not see the public as entirely passive in abiding by the reified 
historical consciousness of the nostalgia trend. Yet, as noted by Hall, "[cultural 
identities]...are subject to the continuous ‘play, of history, culture and 
power...identities are the names we give to the different ways we arepositionedhy, 
and position ourselves within^ the narratives of the past” ^Iall 1990:224). Hall's 
idea of cultural identity hence sheds light upon the insufficiency of treating nostalgia 
simply as passive responses to circumstantial impact, in the way Li suggests; or as 
the pursuit of the past as an “essence’，’ as implicated in Lok Fung's views. That is 
to say, much as Lok Fung sees the meaning-producing nature of contemporary 
'-nostalgia as a process of identity pursuit, she fails to address the limits and 
parameters of the specific historical and social context within which strategies of 
intervention of"history" as taken by the pubUc through nostalgia are effected. 
Seen in this light, the complexity of the "active" role of the public in relation 
to nostalgia is rather apparent. While nostalgia is conventionally regarded as an act 
ofaffirming present identity through reconstructing a more desirable or even utopian 
past, I shaU venture to argue for a different perspective. In this project, I shall focus 
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on how the past is manipulated as basis of identity formation not in its being a 
Utopian "exit" for a less desirable present. On the contrary, the past is projected in 
ways through which Hong Kong people affirm the present, other than the past, as 
Utopian, or at least, livable. The present project is hence an attempt to locate both 
the possibilities (the active role of the public in the process ofidentity formation) and 
the limits (how this active role is effected within existing mode of production and 
power relationships) of the articulation of nostalgia in the arena of films of the 
popular culture industry in Hong Kong. In other words, the crux of this project is 
to see how Hong Kong people position themselves in history while simultaneously 
positioned by the past which manifests as the intertwined forces of history, culture 
and power in our colonial context. 
In the colonial context of Hong Kong, using popular culture as a point of 
entry to investigating cultural identity would thus mean that the colonial process 
should be put under scrutiny, in relation to the possibilities and limits of effecting 
agency by the Hong Kong public in their participation in popular culture in the 
.colonial context. If the "active" role of the public in the world of signification in the 
culture industry is realized as an intertwined "play of culture, history and power", 
then popular culture in Hong Kong should be understood as an active process of 
identity construction through significatory and symbolic processes, within the 
possibilities and limits ofidentity production instituted in the colonial apparatus. 
13 
n Popular Culture and ColoniaKsm 
The AmhivBlence ofColoniaHsm 
In their concem over the extent to which colonized subjects can effect agency 
through expression and participation in popular culture, post-colonial theories may 
be helpful in analyzing this cultural dimension ofidentity formation opened up by the 
space of popular culture within a colonial context. Whereas the "active" nature of 
popular culture is rather self-evident, in terms of the possibilities of its intervention 
and subversion of state apparatus (within certain limits), post-colonial theories shed 
light upon how popular culture as well as colonialism are both active constructs 
through which questions of "resistance" and "direct manoeuvres" are to be 
addressed. 
Homi K. Bhabha,s idea of "ambivalence" of colonial presence, when 
'assimilated into the analysis of popular culture, may shed Ught upon how colonialism 
is also an active construct and how popular culture should be positioned in colonial 
contexts. 
For Bhabha, the colonial presence is always ambivalent. In “Signs taken for 
Wonder§\ discussing the "emblem of the English book" in India, Bhabha suggests 
how the authority of the "English book’，in fact renders the colonial presence 
ambivalent in the process of displacing those images of identity already held by the 
14 
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colonized society. Concepts such as "imitation" and "mimicry" are thus 
"oppositional tactics" undertaken by colonized subjects through posing a politics of 
difference^ i.e. to secure a "voice" or identity different from the colonial stereotype. 
Yet, this politics of difference attempted by the colonized subjects is nevertheless 
effected within the limits of colonial epistemology. He claims, 
“ ...the colonial presence is always ambivalent, split between its 
appearance as original and authoritative and its articulation as 
repetition and difference..."OBhabha 1995:32); and, 
"[hybridity]..is the sign of the productivity of colonial power, its 
shifting forces and fixities; it is the name for the strategic reversal of 
the process of domination through disavowal...is the revaluation of the 
assumption of colonial identity through the repetition of discriminatory 
identity effects" (1995:34). 
, The significance of Bhabha's idea of ambivalence of colonial presence and 
hence the hybridity of colonial identities lies in his argument that colonial 
subordination is not directly oppressive, and that the disavowal or opposition 
undertaken by the colonized may not necessarily be directly oppositional. Rather, 
colonial process works through a series of hybrid linkages and articulation between 
both parties that include conceptions and actions which fail within the regime of 
colonial power. In other words, colonialism is a power structure that precisely 
operates through the dialogic process of rupture and closure. Rupture refers to the 
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possibilities of colonized subjects in effecting "strategies of disavowal" towards the 
colonial apparatus. Closure refers to the colonial system of differentiation which 
nurtures, as in Bhabha's words, the "discriminatory identity effects”，a system within 
which colonized subjects effect their politics of difference or disavowal (see Bhabha 
1994:162-164). In relation to popular culture, colonial rupture hence implies that 
the cultural space of popular culture is never simply a mirror of the "reified 
consciousness" that blocks the formation of the capacity for critical reflection and 
political consciousness, as claimed by Lukacs (see Jay 1984:23-36). On the other 
hand, the limits of colonial closure also suggest that disavowal, expressed in terms of 
strategies of defiance by public participation in popular culture, is not directly 
oppositional. Rather, popular culture should be understood as a closely-knitted, 
structured field of discourse where the concerns, anxieties, desires, hopes and 
foreboding of society as a whole find their articulation within permissible limits. 
Forces of colonialism are subtly enacted through textual, semiotic or representational 
practices in the everyday arena of popular culture, a site where the public is 
empowered 'm their participation, entertainment and expression in terms of strategies 
, o f evasion, resistance and even counter-control. At the same time, these strategies 
of defiance are never purely part of a single, monolithic originating intention of the 
colonizer to which the colonized subjects submit; rather, the monolithic originating 
intention of the colonizer is being constantly contested and (re)appropriated. 
In this sense, the forces through which colonialism work, as well as the praxis 
of identity of the public in popular culture are both active constructs; they are fluid, 
dialogic and ever-changing with shifting forces and fixities. In the context of 
16 
colonialism, popular culture should thus be seen as the mediation through which the 
colonized, within permissible limits of disavowal, actively participate in identity 
pursuit in a consensual effort complicit with the colonial regime of power. 
**Status-<pio Tm^^nary*'a^ th^ Mimifefitafinn pf ColoTualAmhivalencc 
In the historical context ofHong Kong, what then are these specific colonial 
“limiti^* which are consensually sustained? In a colonial setting, the crux of this 
question lies in the specific mechanism in which the ambivalent relationship between 
the colonizer and the colonized has been historically conditioned in Hong Kong. 
Drawing on the above discussion of the ambivalence of colonial presence witnessed 
in the dialogic process of colonial "closure" and "rupture", the relationship between 
the colonizer and the colonizer can be understood as that which disrupts the 
essentializing and binary interpretation of oppression (colonizer)/opposition 
,(colonized). That is to say, the gap between the colonizer and the colonized is not 
as clear-cut as it seems. Rather, the relationship of both parties is marked by 
ambivalent interpenetration and hybrid linkages which serve as the basis of colonial 
rule. 
The specific mechanism in which the ambivalent relationship between colonial 
government and Hong Kong people takes its root has not operated by direct 
imposition of the colonial government or a directly passive submission of Hong 
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Kong people. Nor is it a "sudden" historical phenomenon. Rather, it has been 
nurtured in processes of negotiation between the colonial government and Hong 
Kong people in different stages of the colonial history. 
In a small, resources-lacking piece ofland as well as a place populated largely 
by mainland refugees since the post-war years and the '49 communist takeover, 
social growth had then been perceived as impetus of basic survival by the refugee 
population. On the other hand, the geographical proximity ofHong Kong to China 
also allowed the British colonial government to maximize her economic interests in 
the South-east Asian region. This inherent conceptualization of Hong Kong as a 
place for economic stability other than any long-term cultivation of cultural and 
political ties by both the colonial government and Hong Kong people in the early 
years of the colony sets the platform on which their ambivalent relationship is to be 
enacted in different historical periods. 
In the following, I shall discuss how the urge for economic stability has 
,emerged to be the cultural hegemonic thinking ofHong Kong in the last few decades, 
through which the ambivalent relationship between the colonial government and 
Hong Kong people has been nurtured. My basic assumption is that the urge for 
economic stability has undergone different processes of transformation in which both 
the colonial government and Honjg Kong people have played an active role. By 
means of a historical perspective situated in the temporal context since the post-war 
years, I hope to foreground the colonial "limits" in terms of cultural identification 
which have been consensually sustained by both parties throughout the colonial 
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process; and hence, to unveil the specific mechanism in which the colonial 
ambivalences ofHong Kong identity find its foundation. 
Inhabitants in Hong Kong since the post-war years and in the 50s were largely 
immigrants and refugees from China, who, having suffered great social and political 
turmoil in the mainland due to civil wars between KMT and the communists, were 
eager to settle themselves in a place of relative security. Rather than engaging in 
any war of ideologies between capitalism>^ communism, Chinese nationalism/British 
colonialism, they would rather distantiate themselves from political and ideological 
battles in search of a stable place for survival. This urge for social stability 
coincided with the colonial government's emphasis on economic interest in its 
policies of of the colony. The priority of economic interests in social and cultural 
impetus suggests that the antagonism between both parties will never be too 
siginificant to affect "mutual benefits", namely the economic and social stability 
enjoyed by both. 
, Yet, it is only until the 60s, in the outbreak of '67 student movement and its 
final resolution that the ambivalent relationship between the colonial government and 
Hong Kong people genuinely establishes and manifests itself as the “Status-quo 
Imaginary'^  of Hong Kong. What is meant by the status-quo imaginary is the 
1 The historical perspective that I use in the analysis of the different stages of the transformation of 
the status~quo imaginary from the 60s to the 90s owes tremendously to the wit ofMr. Law Wing-sang, 
who critically analyses the process of the shaping and re-shaping of the status~quo imaginao^ in Hong 
Kong in his paper entitled, *^Discourse of Crisis and Stability: tbe Possibility/Impossibility of 
Community and Democracy in Hong Konf, presented in the First International Conference on 
Cultural Criticism, organized by the Research histitute of Humanities, Chinese University of Hong 
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collective symbolic imaging by both the colonial government and Hong Kong 
people ofthe social impetus of preserving the society “as it is now", defined by social, 
economic "prosperity and stability"(繁榮安定).As noted by Chan Ching-kiu (陳 
淸僑），‘‘[The common celebration of the status quo] has long since been assimilated 
into the symbolic networks of the dominant cultural hegemony. It is now the 
driving force of our lived world of signification, saturating effectively our collectively 
will to imagination for a livable future" (Chan 1995:2). To prepare for the 
subsequent discussion of the process of transformation of the status-quo imaginary, 
it is perhaps necessary to distinguish the status-quo mentality from the status-quo 
imaginary. Status-quo mentality refers to the one-sided ideological interpellation 
of the colonial government in its claim as upholder of "prosperity and stability". 
Status-quo imaginary refers to the dialectical processes of negotiation and 
interaction between the colonial government and Hong Kong people, in which Hong 
Kong people Tc-appropriate the colonial mentality of status-quo as basis of cultural 
identification. Hence derived, the formation of a collective social imaginaryikidX is 
upheld by the consensual effort ofboth parties in reaffirming the social impetus of 
‘"prosperity and stability" throughout dififerent stages ofcolonial history. 
i. Hong Kong in the late 60s 
* 
Kong in 1993. In this paper. Law traces the “genealogy，，of the status^uo imaginaty in Hong Kong 
from the 60s to the contemporary time. Whereas Law sees the status^uo imaginary as a strictly 
ideological interpellation undertaken hy the colonial government in facilitating its rule in different 
stages of colonial hist<wy, I supplement his model by emphasizing as well the process of public “re-
appropriation” ofstatusK|uo interpellation as basis ofcultural identification. 
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In the early days of the 50s and 60s，problems of corruption, poor living 
conditions, unemployment，and a huge gap of class inequalities were prevalent in the 
colony, which eventually led to the students' movement in 1967. The ,67 movement 
was to a large extent initiated by leftists. The tide of student movement was then 
marked by an anti-colonial, Chinese nationalistic standpoint. In the face of the 
crisis ofits legitimacy, the British government skilfully invoked a sense of crisis: that 
continuous social disturbance might lead to the intervention by Chinese Communist 
Party O a^w 1993:4). This manipulation of"red xenophobia" precisely points to the 
psychological terror of the majority of the local who fled from Chinese communism 
in the mainland since 1949 and settled in Hong Kong for a relatively stable 
environment. What's more, the manipulation of "red xenophobia" underpins the 
economic imperative of stability — the "status-quo" mentality — to be guaranteed 
and upheld by the colonial government. Such invocation of a possible threat of 
status-quo speaks to the psychological terror of the new and transient immigrants. 
As the social unrest continued, this British propaganda of status-quo mentality 
‘.-tumed out to be a driving force behind an anti-left wing consensus among the general 
• . 
pubUc; hence, a general support for the legitimacy of the colonial government in 
retum O^w 1993:4). 
The social unrest of ,67 has significant effects on the shaping of the "status-
quo" imaginary in Hong Kong, as it was an instance in which "status-quo" was 
invoked as British propaganda of colonial rule in Hong Kong targeted for a cohesive 
force of togetherness among the Hong Kong people. To the majority of the then 
- . 
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广 transient population, the concept of Hong Kong as a "home" was concretized in 
terms of the preservation of economic and social stability. When the unrest was 
finally resolved, the British government put forward administrative and social 
reforms to improve the living conditions and wetfare of the people, in an attempt to 
reduce social grievances. Side by side, the general population was then engaged in 
a process ofidentifying Hong Kong as "home". 
What was essential during '67 unrest had been the general public's 
determination to dissociate themselves from the political ties (be it KMT or 
Communist) in their mainland home, for stability in the colony, despite her transient 
and unknown future, had proved more alluring and survivable than their long-
experienced turmoil in the war of political ideologies on the mainland. The 
consequence of such self-imposed dissociation from the political ties on the mainland 
is that a very unique process of cultural identification begins to takes shape in Hong 
Kong: that one is still Chinese even though ruled as a British-ruled subject. The 
general support of the public towards the colonial government as the ’67 unrest 
‘ z unfolded demonstrates that the majority of the Hong Kong population was willing to 
accept the fact that the British colonizers are /Aeirgovemment in their upholding the 
stability of the colony (see Chan 1995:7). Hence, "status-quo" mentality in the 
backdrop of red xenophobia as invoked by the British government was re-
s^fpropTiatedd& a split process of cultural identification on the part ofHong Kong 
people. As also noted by Chan, "Living by this imaginary world of signification, the 
cultural agent realized, and often tacitly accepted, that being an ethnic Chinese and 
being a colonized subject in Hong Kong are not necessarily contradictory 
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experiences "(Chan 1995:6). The public reception of the status-quo mentality 
hence consists not only of the red xenophobia as the original intentionality 
undertaken in the British invocation of status-quo, but also the nurturing ofthe idea 
that’ in so far as stability can be preserved, political identity and cultural identity are 
to be demarcated and pursued along different courses. As remarked by Chan, “…计 
had been possible for the public to imagine a unique form of displaced Hong Kong 
identity, in which any trace of what one might call ‘hybridity，has to be understood in 
the split between cultural and political formations conditioned by the historical 
(transitional) sets of constraints" (emphasis added) (1995:6). In terms of the 
dialectical relationship between the colonizer and the colonized, this cultural 
identification is "ambivalent”— with regard to people's freedom of simultaneously 
identifying themselves as British ruled subjects and Chinese; the ambivalence began 
to take a definite shape in the late 60s, signifying the ever-shifting positions ofHong 
Kong people towards the colonial rule in relation to the "status-quo" imaginary. 
Feelings towards the colonial government ranged from anti-colonial (in the outburst 
of the movement), to pro-colonial legitimacy (the resolution of the movement), to 
,eventually to accept the freedom ofidentifying with the colonial government at one's 
own will. 
The enactment of disavowal undertaken by Hong Kong people as colonized 
subjects towards the status-quo mentality is thus manifested in the way they make 
脚 of the identity of British ruled subject as a pre-given factor to economic and 
social stability. In relation to the colonial process ofHong Kong, this ambivalent 
cultural identification hence marks the ambivalence of colonial presence. The 
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colonial process is one which is neither marked by a total submission ofthe colonized 
subjects, nor a clear-cut anti-colonial stance. On the contrary, the ideological 
interpellation of the "status-quo" mentality is simultaneously coupled with a 
consensual disavowalhy the colonized expressed not 'm terms of direct opposition, 
but in terms of re-appropriating "status-quo" as a flexible term in cultural 
identification. 
ii. HongKongw tbe 70s 
Entering the 70s, Hong Kong embarked on the path of economic and social 
development. The legacy of '67 social unrest was an immense effort by the colonial 
government to push forward social, educational, economic and administrative 
reforms. On the other hand, to keep check of anti-colonial sentiments, the 
government also attempted to cultivate a symbolic sense of cohesiveness by 
constructing an identifiable "Hong Kong image" to accommodate the psychological 
needs of"home" for the majority of the transient population. Hence, since the 70s， 
, the Hong Kong government has consciously attempted to administer and construct a 
“metropolitan，，image of Hong Kong. Official representations of "Pearl of the 
Orient，，，"East meets West" are instances of such design. This consciously 
administered cross-cultural image ofHong Kong by official representation thrives to 
cultivate a cohesive force among the population by, again, resorting to the status-quo 
mentality that economic stability and prosperity are to serve as the comerstone ofthe 
social impetus of the community. 
• i 
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However, to the general public, the reception and participation in the making 
of status-quo imaginary was not a one-sided, explicit assertion of official 
representation. What is crucial is that the 70s was also an era of the expansion of 
the mass media. The mass media of television, radio broadcast and Canto-pop, 
local films (such as the New Wave Movement), etc., that flourished in the 70s may 
be seen as charmels through which the psychological needs of identity-making of 
Hong Kong people are socialized In relation to the status-quo imaginary, this 
process ofidentity-making through public participation in the media culture reaffirms 
the collective imaging ofthe Hong Kong society as "prosperous and stable". This 
is accomplished bythe materialization of a cultural space which is then backed up by 
a technologically advanced, richly diversified mass media of television, radio 
broadcast, popular music and film industry, in which the public were able to identify 
with signs of affluence and stability of the society after the rather chaotic and 
impoverished historical phases of the 50s and 60s. 
In other words, the culture of mass media has constructed a cultural space 
z where the intersemioticity of the signifier of "prosperity and stability" is secured. 
Rey Chow puts forward the concept of ''intcrsemioticity' in discussing how 
different forms of cultural products, such as novels, films, songs are in fact inter-
referentiaI(see Chow 1993a:179-204). That is to say, the proliferation of meaning 
in the process of public participation in the domain of popular culture or 
consumption of cultural products is not dependent upon the fixed and the original 
intention of the creators. Rather, meaning is produced in the process of public 
participation where the ordinary people actively make sense of a particular 
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"meaning" by relating 'iX to its manifestation in other systems ofsignification within 
the existing social and cultural context (see Chow 1993a:162). In this connection, 
the flourishing ofthe mass media in the 70s can be understood as the cultural space 
where a “Hong Kong voice” was articulated in a shared symbolic "community" 
made possible by different channels ofthe mass media that simultaneously referred to 
the actual daily experiences, anxieties and hopes of the public. Examples of some 
distinguished popular “icons” of the time that speak to the down-to-earth 
experiences and sentiments of"common people" include: the singer Sam Hui (許 
冠傑)in the field of Canto-pop ,^ social documentary drama series such as Below the 
Lion Rock {m^UjrA910)lf by Radio Television Hong Kong, the weekly TV 
• • 
programme Blessings from the Twin Stars ( M ^ , , 1 9 7 l / by Television 
2 Sam Hui (許冠傑)，whose performing career as a Canto-pop singer, actor in TV shows and later in 
mainstream movies had won mass popularity in the 70s and 80s, is now respectfully labelled as "God 
of Songs” m ^ ) b y the mainstream music industty. The songs of Sam Hui include a broad range of 
concerns and speak to different stratum of the society. The content of his songs cover social issues, 
such as “Inflation Tide” _熱孰、坊 Ration”（激次勒，or unemployment as in "Looking for a 
J^”（邀°野勤.The target audience are the gamblers, as in "The Story ofMahjong Hero’’ (^^雀英 
職,opportunists, as in “Shoe-shiners，’(^^’ students, as in "School Boys”、學生奶,the 
working class, as in “Mr. Boo: Private Eyes”（尹斤/(両)，etc. For an academic research on Sam Hui, 
see Ip Pui-yee ‘‘The Uses of Sam Hui 一 An Investigation of the Fomation of Cultural Identity in Hong 
Kong^ M.Phil.diss., Chinese University ofHong Kong, 1994. 
3 Below tbe Lion Rock is a long-nmning semi-social documentaty drama series that first appeared in 
the bte 70s. During the late 70s and early 80s’ the series had been widely acknowledged to be a 
truthfiU reflection of the lives and experiences ofparticularly the lower class or the grassroots ofHong 
Kong. 
‘Bluings £rom the Twin Stars is a highly popular weekly television variety show launched in 1971， 
co>hosted by the Canto-pop singer Sam Hui and his brother Michael Hui. The most distinguished 
feature of the show is a short comic episode in which the brothers comically beat each other's head 
with the utterance of the words, "Who is smarter than mer (邊個夠麵？)’ as a prelude to a 
tongue-in<heek form of commentary on social issues such as housing, inflation, schooling, etc. 
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Broadcast, Ltd, films such as Mr, Boo: Private Eyes (字斤/(両,1976)5 directed by 
Michael Hui, and the long-running drama series in Commercial Radio which started 
after '67 riot and celebrated its 30th anniversary this year, 18/FBlock €、十八樓 C 
^,1967-/,etc. 
With regard to being an unmistakable sign of modernization (in terms of 
advanced technology and hence affirmation of economic affluence) as well as their 
concems with "everyday life" rather than tedious issues of poIitics or identity, these 
different channels of the mass media constitute different systems of signification, in 
which the perception of a relatively "prosperous and stable" society (as opposed to 
the 50s and the 60s) circulatcdmd gradually became reaffirmed. This explains how 
local consciousness took its root in Hong Kong of the 70s. 
The rise of the mass media in the 70s explains how the status-quo mentality as 
manifested in official administration of a "Hong Kong" image through official cliches 
5 Mr. Boo: Private Eyes is a comedy about the lives of the working class in factories in the 70s，when 
the manufacturing sector of Hong Kong expanded significantly. The most memorable about the film 
is the fibn song that starts with, “We are the working people, we work like slaves for money in all our 
Uves"俄。地呢班打工仔» 一生一世爲兹職纖. 
6 18/F Block C was bom out of the unrest of the 67'riot. Lam Biu (林彪)，a social critc at the 
Commercial Radio, was bumt to death in his car by rioters who were agitated by his open attack 
against those that incited the riot, in his programme hnpossible to Stop、欲罷不膨.After his death, 
his programme continued, but the format changed to a broadcast show, renamed as 18/FBlock Q in 
memorial ofLam Biu who lived on the 18th floor ofBlock C in an apartment building. The show is a 
situational comedy whose setting had moved from a fictitious flat on the 18th floor of Block C of a 
Kwun Tong estate, to a later Kwun Tong street stall and then to a local coffee shop (荼餐廳）in Wan 
Chai. The direction of the programme has been to cater for the common people from all waUes of life 
by tackling current affairs in a tongue-in<heek way using the format radio drama presentation. 
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such as "East meets West" or "Pearl of the Orient" has been re-appropriated by the 
public as a locally based symbolic "community" made possible by the mass media. 
To the majority of the population which was then still undergoing social hardship in 
the early developing phases of modernization in the 70s, the universalistic claim of 
"metropolitanism" of the Hong Kong city thus fell short of the needs of cultural 
identification ofHong Kong people. This inadequacy is even more apparent for the 
"first" local Hong Kong generation, who were bom in the 50s and 60s after the 
generation of immigrants and refugees arrived from the mainland in the 50s. This 
generation was bom in the era of relative economic stability and the idea of China 
being the motherland was too remote and vague to accumulate considerable urge of 
identification with the mainland. What they needed was a "home" secured out of 
identifiable images in the media culture. At the same time, the rapid development in 
the economic, social and education aspects of the society also signified the growing 
diversity of the society accompanied with growing social differences. The idea of 
"home" took on a new meaning for them, when compared to the perception by the 
immigrant generation of the 50s who thrived purely on a place of survival. 
0-'' 
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Under the growing diversity and multiplicity of the society in the 70s, "home" 
was therefore seen as a place where social differences could be accommodated and 
individuals from difFerent strata managed to secure points of identification as "Hong 
Kong people". Only by such an accommodation of social differences could people 
from different walks of life manage to secure a psychological space and feel 
contented with their individual social positions. And as for the parents of this 
“first，，generation, the idea ofidentifying with the mainland was also gradually diluted, 
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due in part to the turmoil ofthe Cultural Revolution as well as the need to maintain a 
stable livelihood and overcome hardships in the early years of social and economic 
growth. 
• 
Hence, in the 70s，the status-quo imaginary, other than the colonial mentality 
of forging a homogeneous identity of Hong Kong as "metropolitan" or "cross-
cultural", was received and re-appropriated by the public through the pursuit of 
multiple and heterogeneous identities within the society. The pursuit of social 
heterogeneities spoke to the urge ofthe social impetus of freedom and flexibility that 
"prosperity and stability" guaranteed. The unique feature of the status-quo 
imaginary in the 70s is that it dissipates the nature of cultural identification as found 
in the 60s from being grounded in a vertical apex of nation-ness (Chinese 
nationalism), to a horizontal level ofsocial dififerences and heterogenities marked by 
boundaries between different strata of the population in the here-and-now of the 
Hong Kong society. Hence, the status-quo imaginary is sustained out of a 
consensual effort of both the colonizer and the colonized, with contesting 
,-interpretations. The fact that status-quo imaginary functions as the specific 
mechanism in which the ambivalent relationship between the colonizer and the 
colonized has been nurtured is thus evident. 
iii- TTong Kong in tbe 80s and90s 
In relation to the dialectical changes that shape and re-shape the status-quo 
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imaginary, the 80s of Hong Kong provided a much more dynamic site of the 
contestation and re-appropriation of the status-quo imaginary. Ever since the 1997 
issue entered the political, social and cultural scenario in the early 80s, the re-
appropriation of status-quo mentality on the part of the public has undergone 
different phases. Sino-British talks concerning the future ofHong Kong in the early 
80s gave rise to a new dimension in which status-quo was received and perceived by 
Hong Kong people. In the 80s, the economic prosperity which had been upheld by 
the status-quo imaginary was then inescapably tied to the field of politics, which 
Hong Kong people had for the last twenty years ignored, in the "social 
accommodation of politics" (see Lau and Ho 1982:172-188) accomplished by the 
administrative and managerialist attitude of the Hong Kong government in the 
execution of its policies. The long-enjoyed social and economic "prosperity and 
stability" since the 60s has nourished a capitalist, business middlc-class elite whose 
prime concem is to maintain an economic "status-quo" which has so far been 
promised by the rule ofBritish colonialism in Hong Kong. The issue ofHong Kong 
sovereignty hence became a political capital of these colonial elite as well as the 
,British Government in arousing the fear, among the public, of a possible threat to 
status-quo after 1997，after Hong Kong should return to China. Yet, as Sino-
British Declaration was signed in 1984 which finally settled the sovereignty issue of 
Hong Kong after 1997, a contestation among different power camps emerges, as to 
how "status-quo" was interpreted and manipulated as political capital . The 
Chinese authorities' determined political stand towards upholding nationalism 
through regaining the sovereignty of Hong Kong paved the way for social 
"repositioning" in Hong Kong (see Law 1993:10). The former business elites 
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abandoned their pro-British political stand and propagate an economically 
prosperous status-quo to be upheld by the Chinese government in her promise of 
"Hong Kong people ruling Hong Kong" for “fifty years unchanged" (see Law 
1993:10). 
Yet, there also arises a sense of local consciousness in the populace 
suggesting that the British government and the local business elite are betraying 
Hong Kong people throughout the frustrating Sino-British talks. This sense of 
local consciousness is chiefly represented by the Hong Kong democrats who 
advocated an anti-Communist course based on the struggle for democratic 
representation in the political structure. For them, status-quo was interpreted as 
economic prosperity and social stability which could come about only if true 
democracy could be guaranteed by the Chinese government (see Lawl993:10). 
What should be noted, however, is that this counter-mainstream voice as advocated 
by the democrats in the 80's was still a voice initiated by a group of intellectual elite 
whose ideal blueprint of Hong K6ng future was no doubt influenced immensely by 
,their academic and intellectual pursuits of Westem democracy, the significance of 
which is that issues related to sovereignty, political representation and political 
structure became conceptually inaccessible by the general public (see Law 1993: 10). 
The June Fourth Massacre in 1989 further intensified the sense of exclusion 
ofthe general public. Not only had the massacre concretized the possible danger of 
the construction of a "Hong Kong voice" in the process approaching the imminent 
political transfer in 1997, it also gave rise to the contest in ideological interpellation 
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undertaken not only by the British government, but by capitalist elite as well as the 
democrats. Now, the three groups all aim at securing a "saviour" image to 
"represent" Hong Kong people. Whereas the democrats would accuse the 
capitalist elite of not showing a clear political standpoint towards the massacre, the 
capitalist elite blamed the democrats of upsetting the status-quo of Hong Kong by 
agitating the Chinese government in the large-scale formation of the "Hong Kong 
Alliance in Support of Patriotic Democratic Movement of China"(支聯會）in 
support of the student movement before and after June Fourth Massacre. What is 
significant in this development of party politics in the late 80s is that "status-quo” 
became an ideological interpellation undertaken not only by the British government, 
but by different political alignments in the community, all working towards 
stimulating a sense of"crisis". As noted by Law, “•..‘crisis，，as a political imaginary, 
has not been played soley as their [colonial elite class] own card anymore. Rather, 
the jargon of maintaining stability in view of crisis has increasing become multi-
accentual and Janus-faced. Democrat politicians and the British government can 
also exploit and play the rhetoric of crisis within blurred limits" (1993:13). The 
,Direct Election in 1991, which was viewed alarmingly by different political parties as 
a golden opportunity to seize popular support for the sake of securing a hopeful 
"through train"，served as a deadline crunch for different political parties to contest 
for identification from the public. 
What has resulted in the late 80s is thus the act of"politicizing" every issue of 
social affairs to open a scenario for the expression of political standpoint by 
conflicting political parties, to compete for public identification, all in the name of 
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aiming to preserve the "status-quo" of Hong Kong before and after 1997. The 
whole scenario of local politics is reduced to a pure "political show" and political 
cliches as viewed by the public. Hence, in the late 80s and into the 90s, "status-
quo" has since then been re-appropriated by the public not as a recognition ofthe 
British government as the upholding force of economic and social stability in Hong 
Kong as in the 60s, nor entirely as an impetus to growth rooted in a local 
consciousness ofthe here-and-now Hong Kong society provided by the multiplicities 
and diversities of the emerging metropolitan and its media culture as in the 70s. 
Rather, it is re-appropriated, in the midst of frustration and despite heterogeneous 
claims ofupholding status-quo in the field of politics, as the abilityand freedom, not 
to identify with, but to consume and dispose of Hong Kong identity whenever 
desirable. Status-quo is re-appropriated as the impetus of using economic and 
social stability to effect a politics ofdifference. This politics of difference is the 
search for a "voice" different from the contesting authorities or political groups 
paradoxically by being politically indifferent. The notion of "Horse Racing and 
Dancing as Usual"(馬照跑舞照跳）may perhaps be an accurate picture ofhow the 
,Hong Kong public actively makes use of and consents to economic stability and 
prosperity, which has so far been guaranteed by the colony, as a space where politics 
ofindifFerence is enacted. Identity is pursued in terms of a psychological disavowal 
towards the over-politicization in the "status-quo" invocation by the British, Chinese 
authorities as well as by the local party politics, all of which are posed in the name of 
"for the good of Hong Kong". This form of disavowal towards the over-
politicization of status-quo could be seen in instances when "Hong Kong Identity" 
was momentarily erected when the general Hong Kong public wants to draw a 
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marked boundary or to differentiate itself from the British government, say in the 
strong reaction against Chris Patten's proposal of democratic reforms in 1995, or 
with the Chinese authorities, as in the million march in the summer of 1989. Yet, 
the fight for the right of abode in Britain in the late 80s and the massive scale of 
applying for British National Subjects since the 90s signify a marked indifference to 
national identity on the part ofHong Kong people, that "Hong Kong Identity" is to 
be disposed of whenever desired. Identity is thus retained on the basis of 
acknowledging and indulging in the glamour of"life-styles" promised by the existing 
statist conception of "stability and prosperity". Status-quo imaginary is thus 
sustained by a consensual public efFort not so much to identify with political 
authorities, but with the hypnotizing presence of "stability and prosperity" under 
which the freedom to dispose any identity tag, be it British, Chinese or Hong Kong, 
whenever desired, is promised. 
The above account of its "genealogy" attempts to illustrate how the status-
quo imaginary sustains itself through a public consensual efFort, not so much by the 
-_ colonized passively submitting to the ideological interpellation of the colonizer, nor 
by explicit anti-colonial opposition against the political sovereignty of the British, but 
through a dialectical process of explicit assertion (of the colonizer) and disavowal or 
re-appropriation (of Hong Kong people for formation of cultural identity) • By 
such, the status-quo imaginary can thus be understood as the specific mechanism in 
which the ambivalent relationship between the colonial government and Hong Kong 
people has been nurtured, and thereby as a manifestation ofcolonial ambivalence. 
Having undergone a constant process of formation and re-formation in the different 
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historical phases of Hong Kong colonial experience, the status-quo imaginary 
def!nes the Wnits and the symbolic "resource" of the populace in its collective 
"imaging" ofone's living experience as participants in the community. The impetus 
of"stability and prosperity", as initiated as part of the British propaganda to justify 
imperial sovereignty in the first place, is thus effectively displaced in every difFerent, 
changed, historical phase ofthe colony. Status-quo is thus generally accepted to be 
upheld in the community's encounter of whatever historical and social changes to 
come. 
Popular Culture Understoodm tbe Colonial Context ofHongKong 
The ambivalence of colonialism in Hong Kong is thus nurtured in forces which 
work subtly through this self-sufficient equilibrium maintained by the status-quo 
imaginary, hence determining the nature of the politics of cultural identification as a 
“,structure of intertwined social, historical and political interaction. It is essential to 
note that in this powerful working of the status-quo imaginary, what counts is the 
symbolic force of cohesiveness, rather than a statist ideological interpellation that 
prevails the social imaginary of the community. K'post-colonial theories contribute 
anything significantly to the study of the complex historical process of colonialism in 
Hong Kong, it has to do with how colonialism, other than political or military 
manifestation, operates on a system of closure as well as rupture that renders it 
inevitably as an active construct It is active in terms of the opening up ofa cultural 
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space where the nature of disavowal is effectively defined (and thus limited) by a 
cuItand hegcmonyoi status-quo. Seen in this light, the ambivalences of colonial 
presence deserve a deeper understanding. Referring to my earlier account of the 
different stages of colonial interaction, the ambivalence in the relationship between 
the British Hong Kong government and Hong Kong people, as well as the 
ambivalence in the nature of the split process of cultural identification 
(simultaneously identifying ourselves as British ruled subjects and Chinese) which 
have been nourished throughout the years, are not as "ambivalent" or 
"indeterminate" as they seem. Rather, these ambivalences of cultural identification 
are ''self<onsciously administered ‘ elements and features of a cultural hegemonic 
thinking ofthe status-quo imaginary sustained consensually by both parties. 
This cultural dimension of identity formation in colonial contexts as 
highlighted by post-colonial theories thus sheds light upon how identity construction 
is pursued not along the lines ofpolitical sovereignty or nationalism. Rather, it is 
hegemony which serves as the matrix of the multi-accentual cultural identification, in 
,which Hong Kong is "appropriated" as "home" in contestatory measures by 
heterogeneous identities or power structures with marked boundaries/limits towards 
the implications of status-quo. Viewed in this stance, it is thus fruitful to use 
popular culture, a world ofsignification rooted in every-day life context, as a starting 
point to investigate issues of cultural identity. Different forms of popular culture 
could thus be seen as cultural mediation, linking the world of signification with the 
overarching cultural hegemony at large, through which ordinary people actively 
make sense oftheir living experience as participants of the community. Instead ofa 
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"mirror reflection” ofthe sentiments (of collective desires or anxieties) of the pubUc, 
different forms of popular culture are meamng-producmg significatory practices 
through which people articulate their identity as participants of the community. 
Along the Unes of post"Colonial analysis, the world of popular culture can 
hence be viewed as equally active in being a setf-consciously administered cultural 
space where poUtics of identity is played out not necessarily in terms of statist 
ideological determination. Jn this regard, I shall proceed to situate the object ofmy 
study, the contemporary nostalgia fihns, in relation to the self-consciously 
administered cultural space nurtured in the colonial process ofHong Kong. 
m The Contemporary Mode ofNostalgia as Mediation of Colonial 
Process 
z. 
hi the above, I have attempted to interrogate how popular culture would have 
to be understood within the context of colonialism in Hong Kong. In this section, I 
shaU try to show how the object of my study, the contemporary nostalgia films, can 
be understood as mediation of the colonial process in Hong Kong, and thereby to 
delineate the coDtextv>nX\i^n which my analysis of nostalgia films will be located in the 
present project. 
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.• Nostal^a Fams Understood in Post^olonial Context 一 The 
Ambivalence ofHistorv 
The ambivalence ofcolonialism as explored and investigated by post-colonial 
theories, as I have discussed above, unveils how it is a culturalhegemony^^zh. is at 
work, that over-determines the nature of the politics of cultural identification in a 
colonial context. In other words, cultural hegemony, as a self-sufficient 
equilibrium, mobilizes a symbolic force of cohesiveness among the public. Having 
taken into consideration this feature of cultural hegemony into the interrogation of 
bistory 'm the context of Hong Kong, the implications of the contemporary mode of 
nostalgia in the arena of popular culture can be discussed in the context of the 
colonial process. 
The cultural hegemony of status-quo imaginary in Hong Kong has by far 
successfully served as the cornerstone of British colonial rule. It opens up the 
‘dialectical process between colonial mentality (of the colonizer) and the re-
appropriation (of the colonized) in which the impetus for economic prosperity and 
social stability are consensually sustained in the changing historical contexts of the 
colony. In other words, the status-quo imaginary serves as the mechanism in which 
the ambivalent relationship between the British government and Hong Kong people 
as colonized subjects is played out. 
In relation to history, and consequently nostalgia, this ambivalent relationship 
38 
as nurtured by the status-quo imaginary sheds light upon how nostalgia has to be 
understood in a "post-colonial" context. What I mean here by "post-colonial" 
context is that the understanding ofcolonialism should not be confined to the static 
construct of closure in which the pursuit ofcultural identity of the colonized is over-
determined solely by colonial mentality. Rather, colonialism should have to be 
understood also as an active construct where ruptureQyisXs, or “exces ,^ as described 
by Bhabha, resulting in the ambivalence of colonial presence. In Hong Kong, due 
to the self-sufficient equilibrium ofstatus-quo imaginary, the gap between the British 
government and Hong Kong people has not been wide enough to drive Hong Kong 
people to evoke a nostalgic "pre-colonized" identity 2&7ipolitical disavowal against 
the colonial government. Such rupture that exists in our unique colonial process 
disrupts the binarism of colonizer/colonized, colonialAwtive, oppressor/oppressed, 
etc, which, when put under scrutiny in the colonial setting, reveals how history is also 
"ambivalent". What I intend to interrogate by the "ambivalence of history" is 
precisely howihe, understanding of history as conceived by Hong Kong people is 
pre-conditioned DOthy any explicit political control of the colonial government in the 
” , f o r m of"oppressing" the "native history" ofHong Kong people, a statist assumption 
on which binary discourses of colonizer/colonized, coloniaL n^ative, 
oppressor/oppressed are based. Rather, the understanding of history is to be 
undertaken within the parameters ofthe status-quo imaginary, in which Hong Kong 
people consensmlly abide by the colonial regimes of power. 
What then are the specific features ofthe status-quo imaginary that "produce" 
the "ambivalence of history" in the context of Hong Kong? And how should 
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nostalgia be understood in this post-colonial context of this ambivalence ofhistory? 
Jn the following, I shall attempt to describe some of the essential characteristics of 
the contemporary mode of nostalgia films. I see that these characteristics can be 
examined in relation to some features in the status-quo imaginary which explain the 
ambivalence ofhistory in the context ofHong Kong. 
i. Nostalgia Fihns not Targeted towards tbe Rediscovery ofHistory. 
The cultural hegemony ofstatus-quo imaginary, which has been consensually 
sustained since the late 60s after the widespread social unrest of student movement, 
has significantly affected the ways in which Hong Kong people view history. The 
invocation ofthe British propaganda of"status-quo" in the '67 unrest has stimulated 
a “crisis hnaginarf (see Law) in Hong Kong people's fear ofleftist infiltration or an 
early communist take-over amid widespread chaos in the society. To the majority 
ofthe population who were primarily refugees, such "crisis imaginary" as evoked by 
, t h e colonial government effectively diverts anti-colonial sentiments to a collective 
• 
acknowledgment ofthe colonial government as the upholder ofsocial stability. The 
subsequent large-scale reforms pushed forward by the colonial government in social, 
education, civil service, and economic sectors further pacify the anti-colonial 
sentiments ofthe Hong Kong people amid concerns for social stability and prosperity. 
The rapid expansion ofthe economy ofHong Kong in the 70s and 80s and her rising 
international status as a commercial centre in the South-east Asian region has made 




government. An essential feature of the status-quo imaginary is that it sets in 
motion a collective self-imaging of Hong Kong people as modernized though 
colonized subjects. In relation to history, status-quo imaginary hence pre-
conditions a collective understanding of history as a linear development which is 
marked by visible temporal divides with each phase of deprivation and 
impoverishment (as in the 60s), anxieties and despair (as in the 80s) being replaced 
• '. . 
by "progress" achieved in the present. What is registered behind such a linear view 
of history is thus a discourse ofprogress that over-determines the ways in which 
Hong Kong people search for cultural identification in this small and natural 
resource-lacking colony. The pre-occupation ofHong Kong people in upholding 
"prosperity and stability" has easily foregrounded the present as the matrix of all 
social, economic and cultural impetus of identity searching. In relation to history, 
the status-quo imaginary sets the foundation of viewing the golden present always as 
the emergence ofprosperity and stability out of past impoverishment and chaos. 
The significance ofthis linear view ofhistory issued forth by the status-quo 
,imaginary casts light upon the "production" of the "ambivalence ofhistory" in our 
colonial context, the m^ng ofwhich both the colonial government and Hong Kong 
people have actively participated. To the colonial government, the discourse of 
progress as registered behind the linear view ofhistory serves as a self-justificatory 
• . 
basis upon which the colonial government confirms its self-legitimated existence as 
an uphotder of"prosperity and stability". To the Hong Kong people, the discourse 
of progress serves as self-empowerment by always enabling them to envisage a 
"livable" society through actively appropriating history as an antithetical other, 
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The discourse of progress hence reflects how history in our colonial context is 
"made" ambivalent. It has effectively defined the limits of cultural identification: 
that history is not the ultimate point ofcultural identification pursued by Hong 
Kong people m seeing Hong Kong as “home，，. It sets in motion a conscious self-
positioning by Hong Kong people as having a “rootles^' yet modemizGdi(lQn i^Xy in 
the process of identity formation. It is thus a mutual "cooperation" between both 
parties in relation to history which nurtures the "ambivalence of history" in our 
colonial context. 
In relation to the expression of nostalgia, the ambivalence of history thus 
foregrounded suggests that nostalgia is not targetted at evoking a “pure，’ or 
"original" history ofHong Kong, or a political challenge to the colonial government. 
In the overflowing sense of political uncertainties and anxieties experienced in the 
present. Hong Kong people do not really seriously want to "transplant" XhQWpresent 
onto a distant past to build up a "historical identity" ofHong Kong. This is because 
what is viewed by the public to be really at stake amid the present political 
,uncertainties has nothing to do with the loss of"nativeness" due to colonial rule, but 
rather the possible upset of"prosperity and stability" which we have long enjoyed for 
the past few decades. In other words, the sentiment of nostalgia which flourishes 
so tremendously in Hong Kong in the realm ofpopular culture in recent years should 
be understood as the pursuit of identity which is not targeted at tbe rediscovery ofa 
Dativepast It is not directed towards recovering a "pre-cplonized" or "original" 
identity of Hong Kong people as a conscious self-reflection of the colonial 
experience which we have undergone. And it is even far from any "native" attempt 
42 
) ‘ 
to effect political disavowal towards the British colonial government. Rather, the 
expression of nostalgia is more directed towards making use ofa less desirable past, 
in terms of being less modernized and advanced, as an antithetical counterpart to 
reaffirm the present "prosperity and stability", which I shaU now elaborate. 
Th^ Appropriation ofHistorvasfi *'Lmiprhable"Other 
In many of the contemporary nostalgia films, this tendency to reaffirm the 
status-quo imaginary by appropriating history is rather apparent. This could be 
seen in the fact that the representation of history in many of the contemporary 
nostalgia films is obviously not targeted for an objective recovery of historical 
specificities, which should have been the focus if nostalgia were to work for the 
rediscovery of a native past，. This lack of an objective historical recovery means 
that the past which is evoked is only manipulated to constitute a vague historical 
"feel" or background for the dramatic actions in contemporary contexts and 
sensibilities, rather than any objective exploration of the social reality of the past. 
,The 50s, 60s ofHong Kong, characterized by social and economic hardships in the 
yet developing society and a local film industry whose productions of the vast 
number of Cantonese movies have constituted such an essential part ofcollectively 
shared cultural memories, have become some of the past periods frequently evoked 
in many contemporary nostalgia films. Nostalgia comedies are perhaps the best 
examples ofthe filmic evocation ofHong Kong in the 50s and 60s that work towards 
a symboUc reaffirmation of the status-quo imaginary. 
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Whereas local film critic Li Cheuk-to has described the film Rougehy director 
Stanley Kwan as the nostalgia film which sets in motion the contemporary trend of 
nostalgia in local films (see 李焯桃 1993a:3), one should not overlook how 
nostalgia comedies, with their obviously more light-hearted and commercial 
overlook, have in fact won over a greater popularity in terms of the 
"commercialization" of nostalgia. 92 Legendary La Rose Noire {92 黑玫瑰對黑 
玫瑰’1992) by Lau Chun-Wai (劉鎭偉）is perhaps the most popular nostalgia 
- / 
comedy that truly sets in motion the widespread popularity of nostalgia films. 
Other examples of nostalgia comedies include: Even Mountains Meet、情天露靂之 
下集大結局,\991、by Lau Kwok-cheung (劉國昌)，The Golden Girls、山水有相 
m,\99S) by Ma Wai-ho (馬偉豪)，He ain ’t Heavy, He's My Brother、新難兄難 
弟,1993) by Chan Ho-san (陳可辛）and Lee Chi-ngai (李志毅),61。. 
These works constitute the category of contemporary nostalgia films in which 
the specific oty.ee/ofnostalgia is the “auratic，，local Cantonese film industry ofthe 
50s and the 60s, in terms of mannerisms, habits, customs, fashion, names or 
nicknames (綽號)，the unique image of well-known Cantonese stars, or all-too-
familiar filmic styles, punchlines, ethical relationships portrayed in old Cantonese 
films, etc. Strictly speaking, the themes in these works are weak, ln terms of 
filmic style, these works share in common the adoption of a highly absurdistfilrmc 
style. This absurdist filmic style is largely constituted by the construction ofa filmic 
space traversed by past and present. Past and present elements coexist in the form 
of temporal displacement, which works specifically to "re-contextualize" the past 
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local film industry into a contemporary setting. For instance, in 92 Legendary La 
RoseNoire, EvenMountainsMeet, Heain'tHeavy, He'sMyBrother, well-known 
popular stars of old Cantonese films such as Lu Qi (呂奇)，Mai Ji (麥基)，Wu Chu 
Fan (吳楚帆)，Shi Jian 05堅)，Zhang Huo You (3BtS#), Chen Bao zhu (陳寶珠)， 
Xiao Fang Fang (蕭芳芳)or Cantonese opera singers such as Ren Jian Hui (任劍輝)， 
Bai Xue »肌（白雪仙）are either played by contemporary actors and actresses with 
exaggerating styles of acting or "pastiched" in terms of their names or nicknames, 
their unique image or their personal experiences outside the filmic world. In 92 
LegendaryLa Rose Noire, for instance, the fictionary character of"Black Rose’，（黑 
玫瑰)in the Cantonese movies of the 60s is recontextuaIized into the contemporary 
setting by inventing that there are two disciples of"Black Rose，，who are real life 
people and who are still living in the present day Hong Kong. It is hence the 
construction of a filmic space of temporal displacement which "decontextualizes" 
past elements from history that renders these nostalgia films unlikely to be attempts 
of a rediscovery ofhistory. 
广 . 
Comic effects in these films are precisely derived from this temporal 
displacement which exemplifies and “plays with" temporal and historical differences 
between the past and the present. What is essential to note is that the generation of 
comic effects is to a very large extent derived from the evocation of cultural 
memories through social and cultural sensibilities of the contemporary. This is 
done in terms of inserting into the dramatic context contemporary social 
relationships, puns, colloquial use of language, or social events (especially of the 
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showbiz), etc. These details of recontextualization are not intended to conjure up 
a sense of "sameness" with the past, but rather rely on a deliberate display of 
temporal differences in which a modcmizGd gaze towards the past is established. 
For instance, positive human qualities as emphasized in the clear-cut "black-and-
white" world vision ofold Cantonese films, or as represented chiefly by the filmic 
roles played by Lu Qi, Wu Chu Fan, Zhang Huo You, etc, are now manipulated as 
sources of laughters by exemplifying their “out-of-place’，nature through placing 
them in interaction with the contemporary sociai context and sensibilities. What is 
registered behind these "pastiche" is thus an antihistorical construction in which a 
modernized^azetowards a ''laughabld' past is established. Nostalgia comedies are 
thus the best examples ofhow history isappropriated as a "laughable" other. 
In relation to history, these nostalgia comedies hence manifest the fact that, to 
the majority ofthe audience, history is /20ahe ultimate point of cultural identification 
in the expression of nostalgia. Rather, it is the affirmation of the symbolic 
resources and faculties ofimagination oiihtpresent^Y^ch open up a cultural space 
• 
,ofidentity formation in the arena of popular culture of nostalgia films. 
Th^ S!nhsfjtiitwn ofm<!fnrvhv “Stvle，， 
Apart from nostalgia comedies, there are other kinds of nostalgia films which 
unveil the fact that history is definitely not the ultimate point of cultural identification 
in the contemporary mode of nostalgia. These are nostalgia films whose main 
concems are also not targeted at any objective recovery of historical specificites. 
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Rather, it is the construction ofatinge ofhistorical “aura，，，accomplished through 
stylized setting, objects, images, cinematography or other artistic devices, which is 
the main concern ofthese nostalgia films. Fredric Jameson, in "Postmodernism and 
Consumer Society", defines nostalgia films as a subcategory of postmodern pastiche 
by distinguishing nostalgia film and historical film, claiming that it is the mis-en-scene, 
costume and period props which substituteperiodstyMox history'm nostalgia films. 
In other words, it is the filmic language that overrides the thematic concem ofhistory 
in nostalgia films. For Jameson, nostalgia film is an example of postmodern 
"pastiche" which "decontextualizes" the past and constitutes an antihistorical 
perspective. He claims, "[nostal^a film] registered its historicist deficiency by 
, 
losing itselfin mesmerized fascination in lavish images of specific generational pasts" 
(Jameson 1989: 296). Despite his characteristic Marxist tone of critique towards 
late capitalism, Jameson's idea of period style as that ^ \^Qh.substitutes history may 
serve to illuminate how history finds its articulation only through stylized, 
aestheticized filmic language as witnessed in some contemporary nostalgia films in 
Hong Kong. 
广 . 
The most obvious way through which the past is aestheticized or stylized is a 
highly romanticized representation. This romanticization of the past by filmic 
language is most apparent in the category of nostalgia films which represent some 
< • 
collectively shared experiences in the Hong Kong society in the past. Incidents 
such as '67 riot, government corruption, and well-known trial cases appear in these 
films as markers of some collectively shared memories. The life stories of high rank 
government officials, police inspectors, heads of triad societies, tycoons, or criminals 
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ofruthless crimes in the 50s and 60s ofHong Kong become the centre of drama in 
these nostalgia films, especiaUy in those of a biographicd nature. Yet, the 
coUectively shared social incidents serve only as a backdrop of characters' 
interaction. Emphasis is primarily put on the portrait of the strong bond of human 
relationship which sustains traumas in times of great social changes, or the sense of 
"brotherhood" in triad societies, or enduring love relationships in times of social and 
historical stabilities and turmoil. However, what should be noted in these nostalgia 
biographic films is that their ultimate concem is not to recover the social facets ofthe 
particular historical period evoked. Rather, the themes in these films increasingly 
appear in a sterotypicai formula of jianghu enyuan (江湖恩、怨)or ernu qing chang 
(兒女情長）in times of instability. The sole function of these themes is to provide 
an opportunity to generate an over-sentimentalized and romanticized visual style and 
effect. Visual emphasis is put in the use of past mannerisms, fashion or image of 
people, language use or some secret “codes’，of triad societies in the old Hong Kong. 
There is no attempt undertaken by these films to pursue the specificities of the social 
situation in the particular historical period. Films such as A Fishy Story{^M^6^ 
,乂，1989) by Chan Yau (陳友)recontextualizes the '67 riot through the 
romainticization ofthe story of two lovers who struggle against the impact ofthe riot 
over the mere quest ofan ordinary Uving. Despite the supposed seriousness ofits 
thematic concem, the film dedicates immense effort in creating a visual space of 
fantasy characterized by luxurious dweUing, extravagant fashion, large-scale musical 
scenes shot in studio set and rather unusual cinematographic technique of silouhette 
(剪影）as used in local fihns, etc. The space of fantasy appears to be at odds with 
the social instabiUty ofthe time and "ordinary" class background of the characters as 
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described by the film. In the many biographical nostalgia films produced in the 
early 90s such as Lui Rock {SM^Mff^^, 1991) and Arrest the Restless、藍江傳, 
1991) by Lau Kwok-cheung (劉國昌)，To Be Number One、跛豪,1991) by Lau 
Kwok-cheung (劉國昌)，LegendoftheBrotheT^、四大家族之龍虎郷,麗、by 
Chung Siu-hung (鍾少雄)， The Incorruptible {^j^^^^, 1993) 
by Lee Ying-lok (李英洛)，610., the social background of the particular historical 
period evoked, even the real life experiences of the portrayed tycoons, criminals, 
heads oftriad societies, police inspectors, give way to the romanticization ofhuman 
relationship and violence. Nostdgic effects are primarily constructed by a stylized 
mood and atmosphere in which only vague references of the past are registered in 
terms ofcostume, setting, old Canto-pop, and slangs,etc. 
In fact, the substitution ofhistory by style as witnessed in these nostalgia films 
provides another illustration of the fact that history is not the ultimate concem of 
contemporary nostalgia films. The creation of a particular nostalgic mood or feel 
remains the target of these contemporary films. 
^-
ii. Nostalgia FiIm.f Evocation of a Fwc-Fhating s:i^ifier ofHongKone 
Historical Identity: 
Apart from the linear view of history which celebrates the present by 
"othering" the past, another essential feature of status-quo imaginary is the split 
process of cultural identification. The British propaganda of "status-quo" in '67 
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social unrest and the subsequent large-scale social and economic reforms had 
effectively pacified anti-colonial sentiments as felt by the general public. It is 
essential to note that the general public did not passively submit to the original 
• 
intention of British colonial mentality in invoking red xenophobia. The public 
reception ofthe status-quo mentality is based on the nurturing ofthe idea that, in so 
far as stability can be preserved, Hong Kong people, which were then largely 
refugees, were willing to accept the fact that the British colonizers are their 
government (Chan 1995:7). Hence, status-quo mentality of the colonial 
government has since then been re-appropriated by the public as a 5p///process of 
cultural identification, i.e, simultaneously identifying oneself as British ruled subjects 
as well as Chinese (Chan 1995:6-7). Political identity and cultural identity are then 
perceived to be demarcated and pursued in different courses. In other words, the 
British propaganda ofthe colonial mentality of status-quo is thus re-appropriated by 
the public as a flexibility m cultural identification. 
What is essential about this ambivalent cultural identification (the split 
,process of simultaneously identifying as British ruled subjects and Chinese) as an 
essential feature ofstatus-quo imaginary isthat it represents the "rupture" ofBritish 
colonialism in the unique process of colonization in Hong Kong. This colonial 
"rupture" is manifested in the freedom ofHong Kong people to identify, or more 
importantly, not identify with the British-Hong Kong government. The flexibility 
in cultural identification opens up a multi-accentual basis of cultural identification: 
that Hong Kong people may always have the freedom to identify themselves as 
Chinese, British ruled subjects, or Hong Kongers, in so far as status-quo can be 
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upheld. Since the 1997 issue entered the social and political scenario in the 80s, 
this multi-accentual aspiration ofcultural identification has been even more apparent. 
Constant social alignment and re-positioning in the field of politics, undertaken by 
the colonial elites, pro-Communist groups, or local democrats, has exemplified this 
^ multi-accentual aspirations of cultural identification in Hong Kong in their claims and 
I 
aims for the preservation of"prosperity and stability，，. In relation to the ways Hong 
Kong people perceive history, the multi-accentual basis of cultural identification has 
effectively freed Hong Kong people from the pains and burden ofhistory as a colony. 
The fact that different identity tags may be chosen whenever one desires, and that 
their simultaneous co-existence as absorption ofidentity urges does not necessarily 
produce any contradictory experiences to the daily life of Hong Kong people has 
easily neutraIizedthe possible traumas and bittemess of the coIoniaMstoTy ofHong 
Kong. 
Hence, to understand the expression of nostalgia within the post-colonial 
context, it is essential to take into consideration how the multi-accentual basis or the 
,ambivalence of cultural identification has disrupted the binary oppositions of 
colonizer/colonized, oppressor/oppressed and afFect the ways in which Hong Kong 
people perceive their colonial history. This disruption enhances the ambivalent 
relationship between the British government and Hong Kong people. In relation to 
history, this colonial ambivalence has thus not only neutralized the possible traumas 
• . • 
and bittemess of colonial history to .be felt by Hong Kong people, but also 
undermined the perception of evoking a "pre-colonized" history as a political 
disavowal against the British government. This is because the British government 
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is not seen as an oppressor ofhistory behirid the "mask" and "disguise" of status-quo 
that promises the freedom and egalitarian impulses in historical>'cultural identity 
formation. In other words, ambivalent cultural identification has long functioned as 
a concrete manifestation ofthe status-quo, that may account for the "production" of 
, the ambivalence ofhistory in the context ofHong Kong. 
This understanding ofambivalent cultural identification in relation to the view 
towards history casts light upon an essential characteristic of the contemporary mode 
of nostalgia as manifested in films. Registered in many of the contemporary 
nostalgia films is an impetus to reaffirm the freedom and egalitarian impulse of 
searching for a historicaL c^ultural identity as guaranteed by status-quo imaginary by 
opening up a cultural space where such ambivalence in cultural identification can be 
embraced. 
. 
In many of the contemporary nostalgia films, especially those widely 
acclaimed, award-winning "arty" nostalgia films, one can easily detect the different 
,time periods and different basis ofcultural identification as evoked in conveying the 
sentiment ofnostalgia. It could be Hong Kong in the 30's, as manifested in Rouge 
晒旨扣’ 1987) by Stanley Kwan (關錦鵬)，which tells the story of a famous 
prostitute in Shek Tong Tsui in Hong Kong of the 30s. Here, the sentiment of 
nostalgia is expressed chiefly by the film's reconstruction of the golden glamour of 
pleasure houses in the 30s ofHong Kong. The 60s ofHong Kong, characterized 
by social hardships and rising local consciousness, is also a period of Hong Kong 
history which is frequently used as the setting of nostalgia films. Days ofBeing 
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Wild{i^MJEM, 1990) by Wong Kar-wai (王家衛)，which tells the love story of 
several young people, dedicates immense effort not to any objective recovery of 
historical details, but to capturing the heayy sense of pessimism and decadence which 
may also be seen as an echo ofthe social temperament of the time. A Fishy Story 
(^不脫襪的人〜嫩、by Chan Yau (陳友），is also set in the 60s of Hong Kong, 
during the time of '67 social unrest. The film is chiefly a love romance and 
expresses the how ordinary people are "belittled" by great social changes in which 
they have no say. On the other hand, the sentiment of nostalgia is also at times 
expressed by evoking, not specifically a Hong Kong identity, but a Chinese identity. 
The time period frequently chosen is the 30s of the mainland which is faced with the 
hardships and turmoil of Second World War. Center Stage、阮玲玉,1992) by 
Stanley Kwan (關錦鵬)，which tells the tragic story oifthe famous Chinese actress 
» . 
Ruan Ling-yu in the 30s, dedicates immense effort in terms of aesthetics and 
historical research to "recall" the lost legend of the actress who committed suicide 
half a century ago. Attention is also given to the parallel ofRuan's personal life and 
the roles she played as a figure of “new Chinese women"(中國新女'&) that “ • 
^ ' * 
challenges the traditional feudal values. Shanghai 31腦、上海之夜,1984) by Tsui 
Hark (徐克)is set in the 30’s of Shanghai in the midst ofthe war. The film portrays 
a carnival of the glamorous lifestyles and the Shanghai world of vanity almost 
untouched by the turmoil ofwar in a leased territory, in which the lives of ordinary 
people are “belittled，，and thereby tinged with endless uncontrollable forces and 
ironieis. As we can see, different points along the continuum of Hong Kong or 
Chinese history, which are characterized by social and historical turmoil, have been 
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highHghted by these films. The indirect parallel of social anxieties in these past 
periods that these films draw in relation to the historical changes in present day Hong 
Kong works effectively to carry across the sentiment of nostalgia, by fulfilling the 
desire ofhistorical "aura" felt by the people ofHong Kongtoday. 
What is to be noted in this invocation of either Hong Kong or China in 
different historical periods is that the nature of a "Hong Kong (historical) identity" is 
a Janus-faced one. A Hong Kong historical identity restored through nostalgia is a 
frce-floatmg signifier open to evocation ofdifFerent periods ofHong Kong history. 
This suggests a reaffirmation ofthe impetus of freedom and egalitarian impulses of 
culturaVhistorical identification which has so long been upheld and guaranteed by the 
status-quo imaginary for "prosperity and stability". The relative absence oicolonial 
HongKongdiS a nostalgic site may also be seen as a reaffirmation ofsuch flexibility 
and freedom opened up by our ambivalent cultural identification: that it has 
historically been our freedom to(not) identify with the British colonial government so 
long as the social impetus of"prosperity and stability" can be upheld. * 
广 . . 
The fact that Hong Kong people aspire to different time periods or different 
ba^s of cultural identification in the expression of nostalgia is not entirely what 
marks the ambivalence of history. The ambivalence of history, however, lies in how 
Hong Kong people abide by the colonial government in terms of consensually and 
self-consciously neutralizing or dissolving any historical burden as a colony. It is 
the social impetus of Greedom or flexibility of cultural identification (in so far 
guaranteed by the upholding of status-quo) registered behind the "camival" of 
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nostalgic sites 'm these films, which is perhaps the genuine "object" of nostalgia felt in 
the present, especially in the imminent hand-over of Hong Kong to the highly 
totalitarian Chinese government. The sentiment of nostalgia which is evoked by 
different time periods and different bases of cultural identification unveils how the 
Hong Kong people re-appropriate the colonial mentality of status-quo as flexible 
cultural identification, for the reaffirmation of freedom and egalitarian impulses of 
identity formation promised by a society of "prosperity and stability". From the 
above, the ambivalent cultural identification as an essential feature of status-quo 
imaginary can thus be seen as a production of the ambivalence of history in the 
colonial context ofHong Kong. 
Nostalgia Fihns as a Context-Specific Articulation 
In the above, I have attempted to delineate some specific features of the 
status-quo imaginary which I see as over-determining forces that affect the ways in 
which Hong Kong people perceive history. My aim is to foreground how the 
z contemporary mode ofnostalgia as manifested in the popular culture offilms may be 
seen as a mediation of the ambivalence of history which characterizes the unique 
colonial process of Hong Kong. Hence, in this project, my basic assumption of 
contemporary nostalgia films is that they open up a cultural space m wblcb tbc 
ambivalencG5 nurtarGd m our colonial experience arc coasciomly and consensaaUy 
admtdstercd witbin tbe Unuts ofthe status-quo hnaghwry. In relation to history, 
our unique colonial process hence produces the ambivalence ofhistory not in terms 
ofhistory being officially and explicitly "suppressed" by colonial rule. Rather, it is 
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how the voice ofHong Kong people, as expressed in the arena of popular culture, 
intervenes and actively participates in this process of history as consciously and 
consensually made ambivalent. It is this "self-administered" concensual 
ambivalence as manifested in popular culture which marks the true ambivalences of 
history in the colonial context, and hence a colonial space which is "problematic". 
* 
This problematic space allows us to see how our colonial process operates 
simultaneously on a system of rupture as well as closure. In relation to nostalgia, 
• . 
• . ‘ • , 
colonial rupture manifests itself as the nurturing of a cultural space where Hong 
Kong people could freely identify or not identify with the colonial government, and 
aspire to a multi-accentual basis of cultural identification: a Hong Konger, a British 
ruled (modernized) subject, or a Chinese, for the pursuit of a historical/cultural 
identity. Yet, this colonial rupture is simultaneously contained within the closure of 
the hegemonic thinking ofstatus-quo imaginary in which history becomes reified as a 
site where the current desires of"prosperity and stability" are projected. 
, Jn this light, for the study ofcontemporary nostalgia films, it is thus essential 
to examine firstly, the "recuperative" power of nostalgia films in terms of their re-
appropriation of history, which constructs a basis of cultural identification for the 
audience. Secondly, the fact ofhow this basis indeed falls within the limits of our 
status-quo imaginary which are complicit with the regimes of colonial power. 
Hence derived, the methodology ofnostalgia film analysis in this project will consist 
in unveiling the "recuperative" power of nostalgia films to the public, which is 
paradoxically rooted not in the rediscovery of a native past for the evocation of a 
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coherent historical identity of Hong Kong. Analysis will also be carried out along 
the lines of how such “recuperative’，power targeted by the films or appropriated by 
the audience for the pursuit ofcultural identity is paradoxically offered within the 
. 
"closure" of status-quo imaginary as the proliferation of the colonial regime of 
power. 
The entry point of my project of nostalgia films is the analysis of Bbnic spacc. 
In this investigation, the representation of space is centered mainly upon the use of 
setting/objects, and in some instances, reference will also be made to the 
construction ofan overall filmic space through the structure of cinematography and 
cinematic techniques. The reason of my investigation of filmic space stems from 
the observation that it is the rhet0ric, x2XhQV than any objective recovery ofhistorical 
specificities or thematic explorations for evoking a native past which is registered 
behind the motives ofthe contemporary mode of nostalgia. I have discussed earlier 
that it is the rhetoric of recontextmlization, in its re-appropriation of history as 
reaffirmation ofthe status-quo imaginary, which characterizes the essential features 
,ofcontemporary nostalgia films as understood in a post-colonial context. Li other 
words, it is in the world ofnostalgic objects and the reconstruction of stylized and 
aestheticized nostalgic sites that the contemporary sentiment of nostalgia finds its 
articulation in the popular culture of films. Much as I agree with Jameson as to 
how the "postmodern" mode of nostalgia is a "pastiche" in which history is 
substituted by style, I shaU proceed to supplement this model by analyzing how the 
rhetoric of recontextuaIization as chiefly exemplified in filmic space can nevertheless 
be understood as a mGanmg-produdng signification. This meaning-producing 
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significatory symbolic process is context-speciGc to the historical and social 
, 
temperament experienced in the present, which speaks more than a "reified 
consciousness ofhistory" to which the audience submits passively. 
• 
.NostalgiaFilms as a Form ofDisavowal 
The context-specific nature of nostalgia films has over-determined the 
particular nostalgia films which I have chosen as focus of analysis in this project. In 
the imminent end ofcolonialism and the frustrating political environment experienced 
by the society at large in the past decade or so. Hong Kong people have become 
more aware ofissues ofcultural identity after having enjoyed the g!amour of status-
quo in the 70s and 80s. The feeling of distrust towards the Hong Kong British 
government, Chinese government or the field of local politics has nurtured a 
collective sense of cultural pessimism in processes of self-reflection ofHong Kong 
history as a colony. What has resulted from this feeling of distrust is a 
-psychological disavowal towards the mentioned power camps. This may perhaps 
be the reason why the flourishing of the trend of nostalgia has been explained as the 
pursuit of an "exit" to the present frustration as undertaken by Hong people in a 
collective retrieval to the past. However, I think that such assumption renders a 
total passivity of Hong Kong people in the face of tremendous historical, social and 
political changes. 
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ambivalences of colonial presence in which the active role ofHong Kong people in 
identity formation should never be overlooked, I have chosen certain nostalgia 
films which I think may best exempUfy this colonial ambivalence, or the "problematic 
historical space" in the present Hong Kong. The nostalgia films which I have 
discussed above may be understood as cultural products which imbricate the 
ambivalence ofhistory in some ways or another. However, I think that in order to 
unearth colonial ambivalences, it may helps be more helpful to examine nostalgia 
films which implicates a tendency to pose a psychological disavowal towards the 
“ . ‘ 
effects ofcolonialism in relation to history, and how such disavowal is paradoxically 
articulated within the permissible limits of status-quo imaginary as colonial regimes 
of power. As noted by Linda Hutcheon, the ‘‘post-coIonhJ has at its disposal 
various ways of subverting from within the dominant culture - such as irony, allegory 
and self-reflexivity" OHutcheon 1995:175). Hence, nostalgia films do not onIytQnd 
towards a substitution ofhistory by stylish glossy images, as described by Jameson's 
idea of "pastiche". They may also aspire to pose a self-reflexivity of colonial 
experience. Hence, investigating this very self-reflexivity of colonial experience in 
_z films may serve the purpose ofthe present project. By such, it is hoped that the 
impUcations of contemporary nostalgia films may be unveiled by studying them 
against the post-colonial context in which it is a "problematic historical space" in 
which the ambivalences ofhistory are produced. By examining the sense ofcultural 
pessimism and psychological disavowal experienced by the present society at large, 
the active role of Hong Kong people in the expression of nostalgia as identity 
formation can be investigated. Simultaneously, this also helps to unveil how such 
discourse of opposition/disavowal is effectively contained within the status-quo 
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imaginary that in fact "rules out，，history, a complex process which speaks to the true 
ambivalences of our colonial experience. 
Oiitline nf the CnmiTig Oiapter^ 
In the following chapters, I shall thus attempt to analyse the filmic space in 
contemporary nostalgia films with specific focus on how the difFerent tendencies of 
psychological disavowal towards the long process of colonial experience are posed 
by the films and the "limits" of such disavowal. I shall discuss how history is 
viewed temporally and spatially through filmic space. Such a temporal and spatial 
view of history is the matrix of colonial ambivalences in terms pf history. I shall 
argue that the particular temporal and spatial view as represented by the filmic space 
signifies in fact the reiflcation ofhistory. 
In Chapter 2, entitled "Nostalgia and History", I shall examine nostalgia 
,films which attempt to express the sentiment of nostalgia through a temporalrtivQ2X, 
i.e, films which represent a certain period in the past. The films to be discussed are 
Rouge 晒旨扣,1987) by Stanley Kwan (關錦鵬)，Center Stage 贩玲玉,\992、 
also by Stanley Kwan and Days ofBeing Wild {MMJEM, 1990) by director Wong 
Kar->vai (王家衛). I discover in these films an unmistakably questioning attitude 
posed by the filmmakers towards history, towards the "contamination" of histoty 
which makes any recovery of the past anything but ideologically-laden discursive 
practices. The questioning attitude towards history as evident in these films may be 
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understood as attempts of the filmmakers to interrogate the issue of history in the 
colonial context of Hong Kong. The questioning attitude implicates a form of 
disavowal towards the "disappearance" ofhistory in our colonial context, in terms of 
the "ruling out" ofhistory and the presence ofhistorical rupturesdnQ to colonial rule. 
Li the context of colonialism, however, this form of disavowal should be seen as a 
double-bind mode of address that works within existing discourses and contesting 
them at the same time. I shall thus investigate how the disavowal or self-reflexivity 
towards history in these films constitutes a basis of cultural identification in which 
the questioning of history is articulated paradoxically by acknowledging and 
acceptittgXh2X history in our colonial setting is to be "silenced". The heavy sense of 
cultural pessimism in the filmic space of these films will be the main focus of my 
attention, in seeing how pessimism functions in a context-specific way as to open up 
a basis of cultural identification in which history is actively re-appropriated by the 
public, who become actively passive towards the lack of history nurtured in our 
colonial context. By such, it is hoped that the effects of colonialism in relation to 
history may be studied, by unveiling how Hong Kong people as colonized subjects 
乂- have in effect internalized the reification ofhistory throughout our colonial process. 
hi Chapter 3, entitled "Nostalgia and the Urban Space", I shall investigate how 
the ambivalence towards history is constructed in terms of how history is viewed 
spatiallyhy the constmcted filmic space. The films to be discussed are Chungking 
Express {MM^^, 1994) by Wong Kar-wai (王家衛)，He's Woman and She*s 
Man (金枝玉葉,1994) by Chan Ho-san (陳可辛）and C'est la Vie, Mon Cheri、新 
不了情、1993) by Yee Tung-shing 獮冬陞)，and He and She {M^WM. 1994) by 
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Cheng Deng-sui (鄭丹瑞).The films discussed are urban films, and do not display 
obvious features of the typical nostalgia films as discussed in Chapter 2. What I 
refer to as urban films in this project are mainly films whose setting is the Hong Kong 
city in the 90s. More specifically, in terms of themes and style, these films mainly 
revolve around social relationships and human interaction in the city in a light-
hearted manner. Urban films and nostalgia films may appear contradictory in their 
markedly different temporal concems. Yet, in these well-known contemporary 
urban films of the 90's, one could easily detect the increasing use of old sites and 
architecture in Hong Kong and particularly the use of old Chinese apartments to 
address contemporariness. The choice of these "nostalgia setting" is an expression 
of the sentiment of nostalgia directed not towards a particular period of time in the 
past, but towards some particular urban landscape in the physical geography of the 
past. 
The use of old sites and architecture as a vehicle of expressing nostalgia in 
these selected films signifies that history is assimilated into a symbolic representation 
' " o f space, being purely a "slice of time". What is registered in these films is a 
• • 
tendency to use "nostalgia charged" setting for the sake of posing a critique or 
disavowal towards the "metropolitan" space in their analysis of how the fast-
changing urban space incurs problems on the actual living experiences ofHong Kong 
• 
people. In these films, there is a strong tendency to depict how urban individuals 
are "dis-enchanted" by the fast-changing urban space in terms of its effects of 
producing a problematic sense of time, dislocation, or alienation. Old landscapes 
and architecture in these films are used as setting for the generation of a filmic source 
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of “w^enckantineaf of the city. "Re-enchantment，’ works on two levels: firstly, 
• 
re-enchantment is realized within the referentid world of the film where characters 
c6me up with ways to combat the dis-enchantment of the city in the setting of old 
landscapes and architecture; secondly, "re-enchantment" is realized by the 
filmmakers exploring "new" ways, as opposed to the universalistic claim of the 
"metropolitan image” of the urban space, to re-image the city for audience 
perception through renovating old sites by technical or aesthetic means. I see these 
filmic sources ofcity "re-enchantment" as accomplished through the incorporation of 
old landscapes and architecture to be an attempt to invoke a discourse of 
opposition/disavowal towards the colonial apparatus. The specific object of 
critique is mainly the official administration of "metropolitanism" and the associated 
conceptualizations of urban planning, whose effects also materialize themselves in 
the actual daily lives or personal sensibilities of individuals. In other words, the 
expression ofnostalgia is articulated to pose a critique of urbanity. 
This expression ofnostalgia hence deserves investigation in this project for us 
一 _^  to explore another instance in which self-refIexivity and disavowal towards the 
colonial experience in relation to the sense of place is articulated. What is essential 
to note in these seeming critiques of urbanity undertaken by the filmic space is an 
affirmation of capitalist modemity manifested in the filmic spatial construction ofan 
"urban spectacle，，through the incorporation and re-contextualization of old sites. 
Such "urban spectacle" as constructed by the filmic space registers how urbanity is 
contested within the parameters of status-quo imaginary. In other words, it is 
precisely in the articulation ofnostalgia that the status-quo imaginary is reaffirmed. 
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That is to say, old landscapes and architecture are projected as reifwd spatial 
constructs through filmic imagination. The "urban spectacle" thus constructed 
hence signifies on one hand, how history (as represented by old sites) is viewed as 
open to incorporation and re-appropriation by the present project of modernity 
through reified spatial constructs, and on the other, how "spectacle" issues forth 
identity making based on invoking essentializing, statist binary discourses for the 
production and consumption of social differences. As suggested by Debord, 
"Spectacular domination's first priority was to eradicate historical knowledge in 
general" (1990:13-15). What is evident in these selected urban films is a space of 
forgettingm terms of, in the celebration of the prosperity and stability ofour status-
quo, the indifference ofthe public towards political culture. The spatial constructs 
of history in these films hence signifies a spectacularization of history to function as a 
matrix ofsocial differences where the politics ofidentity is played out, which works 
towards the absorption of politics in the social accommodation of differences, 
bordering complicity with the colonial enterprise of capitalist modernity. In regard 
to the self-consciously administered "problematic historical space" as effects of 
_. colonialism, the reification of "nostalgia-charged" setting unveils how history is 





Chapter 2 Nostalgia and Histoiy 
Li this chapter, I shall analyse three contemporary nostalgia films: Rouge iM 
_ ’ 1987) by Stanley Kwan (關錦鵬)，Center Stage、阮玲玉,1992) also by 
Stanley Kwan and Days ofBeing Wild(^MMJEM. 1990) by Wong Kar-wai (王家 
衛 ) . M y intention is to situate these fihns within the colonial context ofHong Kong 
and investigate how these films can be understood as a mediation of our unique 
colonial process and experience in relation to blstory. 
I. Rouge 
The film Rouge 'is a nostalgia film produced in 1987 by director Stanley Kwan, 
and in some instances considered by local critics as a film which sets the motion of 
the contemporary trend of nostalgia in the local film industry. Many local critics 
see Rouge as a film which has initiated a tang 57genre (塘西文類）^ in films and local 
w-. 
Hterature which takes the glamourous, erotic and decadent 30s set in pleasure houses 
as the main subject matter ofliterary and filmic creation. 
1 My analysis of Rouge shall focus on the relationship between the film and identity formation in Hong 
Kong, other than taking it as a manifestation of tang si genre. For references of Rouge as a tang si 
genre, please refer to Li Cheuk-hung (李悼雄)、article, < 名字_«~李碧華（胭脂扣 > 文本 
分析> (香港文學探賞> 陳炳良編香港：三聯。 
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The Construction ofNostalgic Effects 
I shall analyse Rouge in relation to its construction of nostalgic effects. In 
Rouge, nostalgic effects work at two levels. On the first level, nostalgic effects are 
constituted by the juxtaposition of the past and present Hong Kong in the filmic 
space, displaying a markedly contrastive difference between the two. The 
sentiment of nostalgia hence stems from a present identification with the past, in 
terms of lost human sentiments and physical landscape in the past of Hong Kong, 
which I shall elaborate below. On the second level, nostalgic effects are derived 
mainly from the thematic approach that constitutes 2^'sense of los^,. This "sense of 
loss", as I shall argue, serves as an expression of nostalgia in which the audience 
identify with a past which is as imperfect, impoverished and lacking as the present. 
Nostalgia in the film is thus not projected through an "idealized" past, but through a 
pessimistic feeling of infinite loss. The expression of nostalgia, hence, is realized in 
the construction of a gloomy mood and atmosphere. I shall analyse how this "sense 
of loss" in Rouge is constituted and how it should be understood in relation to the 
'-sense of history in the colonial context of Hong Kong. In the following, I shall 
firstly discuss the construction of nostalgic effects in Rouge through the 
juxtaposition of the past and present in the filmic space. 
Rouge centers on the life of a woman who is the victim of her own passion. 
The female ghost of a famous prostitute in Shek Tong Tsui in the 30's searches for 
her lover in the contemporary city of Hong Kong, whom she believes to have 
committed suicide with her fifty years ago and is yet unable to find in afterlife. Her 
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search hence cuts across difFerent time zones, bringing two temporal zones together 
in the filmic space. The filmic space of Rouge is thus a juxtaposition of the past 
(Shek Tong Tsui in the 30s) and the present ^Iong Kong in the late 80s). The 
portrait of the past is represented through the recollections of the female ghost, Fleur, 
and the portrait of the present is represented by a fast-changing urban space in 
contemporary Hong Kong, where traces of the past landscapes have diminished. 
The juxtaposition of the present and the past posits a sharp contrast and 
articulates the sentiment of nostal^a on two levels. On one level, it is the character, 
Fleur, who expresses her nostalgia towards her past in her recollections ofher youth, 
beauty, love, and glamour as a famous prostitute in the 30s of Shek Tong Tsui, 
which have all eventually faded in her fatal love relationship. In the process of her 
self-narration to Yuen, a localjoumalist in the contemporary Hong Kong, and Chor, 
his girlfriend, not only is Fleur herself occasionally enlivened in the recollection of 
some past episodes, but Yuen and Chor are also totally amazed, and even feel 
"jealous" of Fleur who have had such passionate love in terms of the intensity of 
'-commitment. Nostalgia is hence articulated through the projection of the past as 
having lost human sentiments of committment in contrast with the superficial and 
cowardly love relationship in the contemporary. 
Apart from the recollection episodes of Fleur, nostalgic effects work on a 
second level through the juxtaposed filmic space. On this level, the justaposed 
filmic space expresses the sentiment of nostalgia not ofFleur, but of the filmmaker, 
towards the past landscapes of Hong Kong. There are explicit expressions of 
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nostalgic sentiments of the filmmaker towards the changing urban landscape ofHong 
Kong. The present Hong Kong is portrayed as a fast-changing place whose urban 
space is tinged with constant building, demolishing and re-building, resulting in 
dislocation where a sense of root and continuity proves impossible to materialize. 
This sense of dislocation is conveyed through Fleur's disappointment in not being 
able to find her favourite haunts in the contemporary city. The state of loss 
contrasts sharply with her glamourous life in the past. The golden glamour of Shek 
Tong Tsui in her recollection is depicted through a highly stylized spatial 
construction of a brothel in Shek Tong Tsui with its colourful setting, fumiture, 
interior decor, costume, enlivened by the legends, slangs, Cantonese opera, make-up, 
mannerisms,etc. In this filmic space the cuts across the past and the present time 
zones, the objects of nostalgia are the past landscapes of Hong Kong and their 
accompanying customs, lifestyles and traditional "local flavour" intrigues. 
Nostalgia is hence articulated by seeing the present fast-changing, modem urban 
space as a "lack" in terms of the disappearance of landscape, customs, "local 
flavour" intrigues, etc. 
••--
Nostalgic effects are thus constructed in Rouge through binary opposites of 
Past Vs. Modem, Glamour Vs Mundane, Commitment Vs Compromise, etc. What 
is implicated in the nostalgic expression is thus the past as an object of desire 
(manifested in terms of passionate,sacrificial committment by Fleur) to be pursued by 
a "lacking" present in terms of individual dislocation in human relationships and in 
the incomprehensible (because always changing and always new) urban city. 
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However, it is essential to know that nostalgic effects，as I have mentioned 
earlier, are constituted on two levels, one of which is achieved through the 
juxtaposed filmic space that projects the present as "lacking" in terms of human 
passionate sentiments, distinguished landscapes and ethnographic intrigues. 
Another level through which nostalgic effects are constituted is to be found on the 
thematic level of the film. However, on this thematic level, the past as an 
"idealized" entity is questioned. Against the binarism evoked by the juxtaposed 
filmic space, the past is articulated as a "lacking". The film attempts to portray the 
past as a "lack" by the subsequent unveiling of the falsity and unreliability ofFleur's 
narratives of her past, that shatters audience sympathy with Fleur grounded in the 
initial phase ofthe narrative. Fleur, as a symbol of the past, is represented as having 
human weaknesses such as insincerity, self-defensiveness in hiding her own malice, 
biases in her self-narration, etc., despite her glamourous past and passionate intensity. 
Also, the past is depicted as "lack" by unveiling the eventual ironies ofFleur's search 
for Chen-bong in the present, which reflects the hidden cowardice and selfishness of 
the lovers in their emotional intensity . 
^- ' 
As the story develops, the narrative articulated by Fleur towards her past, in 
all its glamour and passion, is gradually put to the test as Yuen and Chor discover 
that the romantic "suicide for love" has another hidden story which Fleur has not 
disclosed. They find out from old newspapers that, according to medical reports, 
Chen-bong has taken poison in addition to opium, a different version from the one 
Fleur had initially told them. Fleur initially said that they committed suicide by 
swallowing opium due to family disapproval over their relationship. In other words, 
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Fleur has indeed given poison to Chen-bong besides opium without his knowing, to 
guarantee an absolute death such that there won't be any chance ofhim marrying his 
cousin if he survives. Like Chor's accusation, Fleur has in fact committed a 
"murder" behind the romantic suicide for the sake oflove. Fleur's self-narration of 
her past to Yuen and Chor is thus deliberately "preserved" in all its beauty and 
perfection, in an attempt to evade her selfishness in poisoning Chen-bong so as to 
"possess" him etemally. The film hence questions the "purity" of narratives. 
Every narration ofthe past inevitably includes the presence of loopholes and hidden 
parts in history due to human desires and flaws, which makes the past "ungraspable". 
The search of Chen-bong by Fleur in present day Hong Kong, as the film 
gradually unfolds, reveals much irony of personal memories. Whereas in the 
beginning stage ofher search, Fleur still cherishes the hope that Chen-bong has died 
with her; yet, by some unknown reasons they could not meet afterlife, the hope is 
shattered in the final revelation that he has betrayed her, continued to live and later 
married his cousin. This serves to undermine the nostalgic theme of "love 
‘committment in the old times", which assumes the past to be superior to the present 
in terms ofthe intensity oflove and sacrifice. The search is a discovery ofloss for 
Fleur, as well as a discovery ofloss for outsiders such as Yuen and Chor. The latter 
finally discovers that intense passion is not only lacking in their own time, but not to 
be found in the past as well. The search of Chen-bong by Fleur is thus ironically a 
revelation of the series of blind-spots and slippages of history which the lovers as 
well as the outsiders have failed to see. 
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The narrative of Rouge hence constitutes a “seasc oflosd' through its 
thematic unveiling ofthe falsity of personal narratives of the past and the ironies of 
human fate in time. Emotional intensity and indulgence are "contaminated" and 
memory is but a selective process of "what one wants to see，，. By such, the 
regretful love story between Fleur and Chen-bong overcasts a heavy sense ofloss in 
its positing ofthe past not as an "ideal" for the present to identify with, but as equally 
lacking and impoverished in committment as the present. This "sense ofloss" is the 
other level through which Rouge creates nostalgic effects, apart from the marked 
contrast in thejuxtaposition of the present and the past of the filmic space. 
“Sense ofLosi* as Identitv Formation 
Rey Chow, in "A Souvenir ofLove", remarks that, like many other nostalgia 
films in the 80s and 90s, Rouge constructs nostalgic effects not entirely through 
idealizing the past, but through the emphasis on the movements oftemporality that 
renders the past as "questionable" knd “obscure，，. She claims, “[these films] are not, 
,.despite their explicit subject matter, nostalgic for the past as it was; rather they are, 
simply by their sensitivity to the movements of temporality, nostalgic in tendency. 
Their affect is interesting precisely because we cannot know its object for sure. 
Only the sense ofloss it projects is definite" (emphasis added) (Chow 1993b:74). 
According to Chow, there is therefore a heavy sense of loss and pessimism brought 
about by the slippages of history or the movement of temporality which constitutes 
the mechanism of nostalgia in Rouge. The question wiU then be: why do the 
audience identify with a "lacking" past or the sentiment ofloss and pessimism instead 
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ofa "fulfilling" or "idealized" past in their nostalgic retrieving to the past? This is 
what I see as the cultural dimension of identity formation through nostalgia that is 
articulated by the register ofloss in Rouge. 
The "sense ofloss" depicted in Rouge serves as a form of empowerment to 
the audience by re-telling the past as a parody of the present This has to be 
understood against the material socio-political and historical conditions ofthe late 
80s, when Rougev^&s released (1987). The 80s ofHong Kong is characteristic ofa 
period in which society is faced with tremendous changes and crisis ever since the 
1997 issue entered the political, social and cultural scenario. Sino-British talks on 
the future ofHong Kong have sparked off an immense sense of crisis towards the 
upset of status-quo which Hong Kong people have so far enjoyed and have been 
promised by the rule of British colonialism in Hong Kong. The sense of crisis was 
not yet over even after the signing ofthe Sino-British Declaration in 1984, in which 
the sovereignty issue was settled with a promise by the Chinese government "fifty 
years unchanged", "one country two systems" and "Hong Kong people ruling Hong 
'-Kong’，. This is because the final settlement of the sovereignty issue has ever since 
sparked off, in the field ofpolitics, social re-alignment among different power groups, 
mainly, the colonial elites, the British government, the democratic party, all declaring 
to uphold the status-quo through different principles for the benefits ofHong Kong. 
This has led to an immense feeling of distrust and psychological disavowal in the 
public who loses faith in this on-going "show" of politics. The 1997 issue hence 
arouses an intense sense of crisis and helplessness among the public. The long-
enjoyed economic prosperity and social stability, or the myth of the Hong Kong 
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miracle, which have been so painstakingly strived for is now at stake. What is 
prevalent among the general public is thus a gloomy atmosphere and frustration. 
It is against this social scenario in the 80s that the “sense ofloss" in Rouge 
can be conceptualized as a parody ofthe present despair and crisis. The audience 
are likely to identify with this sense ofpessimism which speaks to their psychological 
anxiety and despair. And within the process of viewing, they are able to secure not 
only an entirely private space of sclf-identification which the frustrating world 
outside the cinema denies. Simultaneously, they are also able to realize themselves 
as part ofa collective w6a/ewhich is at present bombarded by tremendous changes 
in society. The "sense ofloss" or the heavy sense of pessimism displayed in Rouge 
projects a symbolic world where the audience are empowered by seeing themselves 
as one of the many frustrated souls in the present crisis. Empowerment is thus 
accomplished by recognizing that there are other "comrades" who are wrapped up in 
similar frustrating experiences and situation in the same way that “1” do. 
,.. Seen from another perspective, this "sense of loss" serves as a form of 
empowerment not only by articulating a collectively felt psychological anxiety and 
despair in the form of a parody. It also opens up a cultural space where 
empowerment can be derived paradoxically from such pessimism. This is achieved 
by the audience displacing unpleasant reminders of the present into the past In 
Rouge, the "sense of loss" that depicts the past as equally "lacking" conveniently 
fashions a space of audience identification by making the present appear less 
'Hinbearable". In identifying with this decadent and perished myth in Shek Tong 
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Tsui in the 30s, the audience thus embarks on a symbolic process of reifyingXht past 
into a scapegoat By such, a kind of catharsis is achieved in the form of relieving 
psychological burden of the present despair and loss out of expressing empathy 
towards the past. That is to say, audience identification is based on a nostalgic 
projection directed /io/towards a '\itopia" rooted in the past, but towards ways of 
exemplifying the past as lack. ^ this process, the audience is able to "externalize" 
their present fmstration, uncertainties and despair onto an emphatic past, and hence 
symbolically derived, a more "bearable" and "livable" present. 
The Past as a "Split Object” ofTdentification 
The "sense ofloss" in Rouge and the basis ofidentity formation that it opens 
up for the audience hence illustrates the way in which the contemporary mode of 
nostalgia "works". Nostalgic projection suggests a collective process of 
discursively creating a ''desirabld' past ("desirable" in the sense of the past being a 
form of empowerment despite afl its flaws), which the audience aspires to for a 
,.temporary ‘Hiplift，’ from the less desirable present. Yet, it is essential to note that 
this very discursive mechanism ofnostalgic projection operates not only through a 
straightforward construction of a "desirable" image. Homi Bhabha’ s analysis ofthe 
conditions of subject formation in "The Other Question: Sterotype, Discrimination 
and the Discourse of Colonialism" foregrounds how discursive subject formation 
operates on a process of splitting of the other. With reference to colonial 
experience, he suggests that the exercise of colonial power rests on a sterotypical 
discourse in which both the colonizer and the colonized aspire to as psychic location 
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ofsubjecthood. Yet, this sterotypical discourse is not a simplification that operates 
on distinct binary opposites. He claims, "The fetish or sterotype gives access to an 
‘identity, which is predicated as much on mastery and pleasure as it is on anxiety and 
defence, for it is a form of multiple and contradictory belief in its recognition of 
difference and disavowal ofit" OBhabha 1994: 75). Thlsprocess ofsph'ttingof the 
otberas condition ofsubject formation, when applied to the contemporary mode of 
nostalgic identification which is based on a projection of present desires onto the past, 
sheds light upon another facet ofthe past as an "object of desire". Not only should 
the past be discursively evoked as a "desirable" image for the present to aspire to. 
The past should also be discursively evoked as a "less desirable" image so as to serve 
as an antithetical counterpart of present identity formation through negating this 
"less desirable" other. 
Assimilating Bhabha's ideas into the investigation of Rouge to understand 
how the "sense of loss’，in the film affirms identities, we should see that audience 
identification arises not only in terms of seeing the past as a parody ofthe present, in 
-.-which a symbolic "paraller between the past and the present is constructed. This 
"sense of loss" in the film may also be understood as a basis of identity formation 
which is derived from projecting onto the "lacking past" a "less desirable" image. 
Identity is formed in this very process of self-consoUdation by negating this "less 
desirable’，other. 
I see in Rouge various possibilities of filmic interpretation opened up to the 
audience which may empower the latter by negating the "lacking past" as affirmation 
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of identities. This space of audience appropriation is conveniently fashioned by the 
fUm,s emphasis and display ofhistoricaI di'JfTerencesvnih the present in the portrait 
of Fleur, which limits the extent of audience identification with Fleur. This is 
evident in several ways. 
On the thematic/narrative level, /^ ow^eprovides a space in which the audience 
limits their identification with the heroine, Fleur. This limiting of identification with 
Fleur as a figure ofthe past is largely achieved through the choice of the profession 
ofFleur: prostitution. The choice ofa marginal social position of a prostitute as the 
"carrier" ofhistory in the novel by Li Bihua (李碧華）and the adapted film version 
Rouge reveals the tendency of narrating history through romanticised, voyeruistic 
eroticism that induces a "feminization" of history. Prostitution limits audience 
identification with Fleur in part due to social and class discrimination, as well as out 
of the deviation from the conventional inscription of masculinity as the "grand 
narrative" of Hstory. As noted by Rey Chow in her analysis of Rouge, 
‘ “...most interesting of ali is the type of enclave Li Bihua chooses for her 
culture-writing. Ofall possible sites of production, it is a brothel which 
becomes the locational evidence of the past; of all possible cultural 
workers, it is a prostitute who becomes that past's witness, with an 
obstinate faithfulness in love that is exemplary of a kind ofheroism_While 
other Chinese directors conceptualize the past more ‘properly，，then, the 
conceptualization ofthe past in Rouge is an improper one...While others 
use emperors_major eunuchs.. sympathetic poor peasants... 
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「 smart,frustrated adolescents..., Li Bihua and Stanley Kwan use socially-
despised workers in a socially-despised occupation to produce a past that 
is at once glamorous and trival, earthshaking and inconsequential" 
(1993b:68). 
The choice of profession of the heroine in the novel and the adapted film version 
produce a past which the audience see, as Rey Chow observes, as "trival" and 
"inconsequential". Hence, the choice of the profession of prostitution limits 
audience's identification with Fleur. 
Another instance in which identification with Fleur is conditioned is the film's 
immense investment in ethnographic details in terms of the profession of prostitution, 
which may be seen as an inherent feature of the story as initiated by the novel by Li 
Bihua. Many customs, slangs, idioms, mannerisms and personal habits of famous 
prostitutes in the 30s which appear in the original novel of Lee are also adapted in 
the film version. Examples include: leisure habits of prostitutes in purchasing a 
'private couch, gwai fei cbuang (貴妃床)，famous prostitutes were presented by their 
cUents with bronze bed{^^ which served as an index of a prostitute's "fame", the 
custom of the profession in which famous prostitutes were not necessarily always 
involved in sexual transaction but more for their artistic talents, favourite Cantonese 
opera performances that prostitutes Uke such as “BdJie Hong Lud'、背解紅顧, 
“Oreo SbiMeV、陳世氣 “MuDan Tinf、牡丹熟,etc. 
This immense investment in ethnographic details of the profession of 
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prostitution opens up an ethnographic "spectacle" that fascinates the audience. It 
articulates the sentiment of nostalgia by romanticizing and beautifying the profession 
of prostitution in the past in its focus oflifestyles and tastes other than the hardships 
of the profession. In other words, nostalgia is articulated by exemplifying temporal 
and historical differences in terms ofintroducing something which is erotically alien 
to the contemporary audience. Much as it is erotic and fascinating, this 
ethnographic "spectacle" limits audience identification with Fleur as a human 
character and sees her more as a "frozen" cultural "monument" of the past epoch. 
These objects of ethnographic intrigues stimulate a voyeuristic curi0sityx2XhQT than 
an identification towards Fleur. Rey Chow suggests that these ethnograhic details 
in Rouge, though essential, still rely on a "fictional component", the component of 
love. She sees these ethnographic details as "supplement” that help to build up the 
heroism of Fleur, "More so than all the arcane objects on display, it is the love 
embodied by Fleur that makes this particular enthnographic account memorable. The 
thing that is no longer comprehensible to contemporary men and women, the exotic 
ethnographic object par excellence, is Ruhua's chi qing ( ¾ ¾ ) per se" (translation 
‘added) (Chow 1993b:69). In other words, Rey Chow sees audience identification 
with Fleur in terms of her immense passion that in tum "lightens" the fascination of 
ethnographic details. However, I think that it is precisely the ethnographic 
"spectacle" that renders Fleur's chi qing, though romantically beautiful, an extinct 
ethnographic "object" as viewed by the contemporary audience. Audience 
empowerment is precisely derived from this fascinating yet distant ethnographic 
"spectacle", in terms of reaffirming their present values of pragmatism by dismissing 
the commital attitude of chi qing as a less desirable other. Empowerment is thus 
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based on consolidating boundaries of difference with the past, through appropriating 
the ethnographic libido of prostitution as a text ofdesireiox present consumption. 
Apart from the ethnographic world painstakingly constructed by the film, the 
filmic space of Rouge displays temporal and historical differences by the frequent 
insertion of traditional Cantonese opera music pieces. The insertion of Cantonese 
opera music pieces constitutes a juxtaposed filmic space, interpersed by temporal 
planes ofthe past and the present. I see this insertion of Cantonese opera music as 
another instance in the filmic space in which the audience would appropriate as a 
reaffirmation of their historical "distance" with Fleur. 
The recollection images of Fleur of her youth in the brothel are frequently 
punctuated by the use of Cantonese opera in terms of music and stage performance. 
Whereas one may regard the insertion of Cantonese opera as simply a backdrop in 
the setting to convey pastness, I see that these frequent insertions work towards an 
intertextuality of references of fove that invests in the story of Fleur a heavy 
,"mythic" quality. What I mean by intertextuality of references of love is that the 
love motifs and images conjured up by Cantonese opera are intended by director 
Kwan to speak precisely to the futile love ofFleur and Chen-bong at every instance 
ofinsertion. The first time when Cantonese opera appears in the film is during the 
first encounter ofFleur and Chen-bong in the brothel，when Fleur, posing a male, is 
singing the famous Cantonese nan yin (南音)，"Ke tu qiu hen"(客途秋恨)."Ke tu 
qiu hen" is a song which tells the tragic story of the love between a young student 
fellow and a prostitute, and in the film, it coincidently sets the prelude to the tragic 
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love between Fleur and Chen-bong. The love story in "Ke tu qiu hen" functions as 
an intertextual reference oflove that stretches from the "original" story from the 10s 
and 20s to the 30s in Shek Tong Tsui. Another instance ofthis intertextuality of 
reference oflove in Cantonese opera is inserted during the search for Chen-bong by 
Fleur in present day Hong Kong. Frustrated, Fleur stops and watches a Cantonese 
opera staged in the open air. The song sung on stage is "Shanbo lin zhong"(山伯臨 
終)."Shanbo lin zhong" tells the story of tragic love which ends with the girl being 
forced by family to marry another man. In her state of yearning to find Chen-bong, 
Fleur sees the actor on stage as Chen-bong in an illusion. The tragedy of love in 
"Shanbo lin zhong" is thus once again re-inscibed in the present fate ofFleur. 
In these processes of "conjunctures" and "encounters" between "original" 
texts in Cantonese opera and Fleur's story, the contemporary audience relates the 
story ofFleur to those all-too-familiar motifs of futile love abundant in the works of 
Cantonese opera, duo qing han hen (多‘清含‘恨)between "prostitute and a dandy", 
or sterotypicaI images of"passionate woman", chiqingnu 忍(痴情女子）and a fu 
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sin lang (負心良日)，etc. To the majority of Cantonese audience, these Cantonese 
opera insertions are not as fascinating as other ethnographic details related to 
prostitution. It is not to say that sterotyped images of love from Cantonese opera 
do not have the capacity to arouse feelings of identification from the present 
audience. Yet, they allow a "distance" to be perceived by the audience. They 
inevitably construct frames of interpretation and affect within which audience 
identify with Fleur's chi qing. To identify with Fleur's chi qing would mean that 
we have to make allowances for her "naivety" in terms of seeing it as an ideal which 
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exists only in the past myths ofCantonese opera. The insertion of Cantonese opera 
music pieces hence conveniently privileges a self-positioning of the audience as a 
“spectator’，，an "outsider" of these myths or fantasies "out there". The 
intertextuality of references of love provided in the insertion of familiar motifs and 
images from Cantonese opera hence favours the audience to demarcate the present 
(their position as spectator) and the past (the Cantonese opera myths), who then, 
places Fleur's story as a parallel of such myths "out there" and themselves as 
spectators and outsiders "right here". By such, the audience is given the space to 
limitihdr extent ofidentification with Fleur, by seeing her story as a myth as distant 
as those of the traditional Cantonese opera. 
The insertion ofCantonese opera also allows a distance to be consolidated by 
the audience in relation to Fleur in another way. The intextuality of references of 
love between cultural texts of Cantonese opera and Fleur's story, at the same time, 
"de-mystifies" Fleur. It posits her myth not only as a legend "already lost", but also 
as a continuation or reiteration of myths in past cultural texts in Cantonese opera. 
‘ B y such, Fleur's story is but one of the many intertexts that refer to one another on 
multiple levels, anyone ofwhich being nothing but a signifier of tragic love. Hence, 
Fleur's story is perceived as a text ^ 'already read\ in terms ofbeing textualizedm its 
convergence with the multiple cultural texts of Cantonese opera. In this stance, 
identifying with Fleur would mean identifying her not in "human" terms, but in terms 
of a distant subject constituted by multiple cultural texts. The harsh realities and 
tragic experiences of Fleur, therefore, as noted by Rey Chow, become the “ [past] 
text's actualization and self-fulfillment" (1993b:72). To the audience, they can 
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distantiate themselves from Fleur, of whom the intensity oflife-and-death tragedy is 
flattened 'm the form of a textual referent or actualization of the past cultural texts of 
Cantonese opera. The use of Cantonese opera in terms of music and stage 
performance thus constructs an intertextuality of references of love which not only 
tends towards atmosphere building, but favours audience in terms of differentiating 
and distancing Fleur by seeing her experiences as fantasized and distant as the 
familiar tales in "Ke tu qiu hen" and "Shanbo lin zhong". 
To sum up my discussion of Rouge, I would say that the "sense of loss" 
emphasized by the film facilitates audience appropriation of a "lacking" past as an 
emphatic as well as a distant other. Empathy is derived from seeing the "lacking" 
past as a parody of the present, while distance is derived from acknowledging 
unbridgeable temporal and historical differences. This paradoxical attitude of 
viewing the past with "empathy" as well as "distance" hence registers a rciflcation of 
history’ by seeing the past as an otheron which present desires are projected for the 
affirmation ofidentities. 
---
Pessimism as a CoMective Empowerment 
So far, I have attempted to illustrate how nostalgic effects are constructed in 
i^ou^ethrough binarism evoked in itsjustaposed filmic space, and the "sense ofloss" 
w 
in the film which conveniently fashions audience's empowerment by appropriating 
the "lacking" past as nostalgic projection of present desires in different ways. It is 
the "sense ofloss，，，which I have attempted to foreground throughout my previous 
82 ‘ 
discussion in relation to its accompanied effects of reification ofhistory, that I shall 
now articulate in relation to our colonial process. 
The "sense ofloss" in Rouge registers an impetus in the contemporary mode 
ofnostalgia to affiliate the present, not with an "ideal" past, but with a past that is as 
"lacking" as the present for affirmation ofidentities in multiple ways as discussed. 
Seen in this light, the "historical identity" ofHong Kong is conjured up with a view 
oipcssimism in the process of nostalgic pursuit. Yet, such a view of pessimism 
should not be simply dismissed as a register of passivity of Hong Kong people in 
relation to history. Rather, this sense of pessimism towards history paradoxically 
constitutes a collective form ofempowerment for Hong Kong people, in terms of 
articulating certain embedded desires rooted in the status-quo imaginary. 
The cultural hegemony ofthe status-quo imaginary in Hong Kong has easily 
foregrounded the presentas the matrix ofall social, economic and cultural impetus of 
identity searching. In relation to history, the status-quo imaginary sets the 
,.foundation ofviewing the golden present as an emergenceof prosperity and stability 
out of past impoverishment. It is hence a modern gaze in the present towards an 
impoverished past ofHong Kong in the early years ofits colonial history, which is 
set forth by the status-quo imaginary. In Hong Kong, the status-quo imaginary 
hence operates within a linear view of history, that sees the process of history in 
terms of abrupt temporal divides with each phase of deprivation, impoverishment, 
anxieties and despair being replaced by "progress" achieved in the present. (See 
Chapter 1 for a detailed analysis ofthis linear view of history issued forth by the 
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status-quo imaginary). 
In the context of the late 80s and the 90s, this linear view of history issued 
forth by the status-quo imaginary gains its full momentum. In the present crisis of 
political uncertainties and anxieties, what is at stake has nothing to do with the lack 
of a historical identity. Rather, it is the "prosperity and stability" that we have long 
enjoyed in the past few decades which is at stake. It is hence a reaffirmation of the 
long-established "grand narrative" of the success of Hong Kong as an economic 
miracle which is to be seen as the source of public empowerment. On the other 
hand, the reaffirmation of the status-quo imaginary also enables the public to actively 
undertake a politics ofidentity in face of the present crisis. Public frustration and 
distrust in politics and difFerent power groups has led to an emerging need of the 
public to establish their own "voice" which is difFerent from the authorities. This 
"voice" is articulated again by envisaging the society in which glamour and stability 
still exist, and that the society is still "livable". In other words, it is the present 
which all matters in terms ofidentity formation. 
f - -
With the understanding of this linear view towards history nurtured within the 
limits of status-quo imaginary into the investigation of the sense of pessimism 
towards history in Rouge, some essential implications of the contemporary mode of 
nostalgia come to light. The pursuit of cultural identity through the act of nostalgia 
does not so much suggest that Hong Kong people really seriously want to 
"transplant" their present onto a distant past to build up a "historical identity" of 
Hong Kong. To retrieve to history does not constitute the ultimate basis of cultural 
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identification. Rather, Hong Kong people are looking for ways, through nostalgia, 
to pursue for cultural identity in terms of reaffirming status-quo through actively 
appropriating history. 
Seen in this light, the sense of pessimism hence opens up a cultural space of 
meaning-investment by the public: the self-imaging of ourselves as having a "lacking" 
past is conveniently appropriated as self-justificatory narratives of forgetting\i^siory 
and indulge in the seeming glamour of the status-quo in the present. The sense of 
pessimism towards history may therefore be seen paradoxically as a form of public 
empowerment in terms of identity formation. As Stuart Hall remarks, cultural 
identity "is not an identity grounded in the archaeology but in the retelling of the 
past" ^Iall 1990:224). Assimilating Hall's remarks into the understanding of the 
sense of pessimism in the process of nostalgic projection, it is hence rather obvious 
that public identification with pessimism establishes a positionality with history 
through multiple ways of discursive evocation. 
,- Empowerment is thus paradoxically derived from a sense of pessimism 
towards history within the limits of the status-quo imaginary. The fact that 
nostalgic empowerment is efFected within colonial regimes of power hence suggests 
how history in our colonial context is consciously and consensually "made" 
ambivalent. It is ambivalent not because of explicit colonial suppression. Rather, 
it is made ambivalent in the very process of self-imaging history as a lack, that works 
towards a self-repression of history. The "sense of loss" in Rouge, which may be 
seen as a questioning attitude posed by the film towards the past as "ideal", thus 
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opens up a possibility of exercising a repressive strategytovfds^s history undertaken 
by the contemporary mode of nostalgic projection that appropriates, rcifies history 
within the possibilites (to forget history by enjoying the present prosperity) and the 
limits (a linear view ofhistory) of status-quo imaginary. 
Cultural pessimism in nostalgic projection thus unveils that Hong Kong 
people, being colonized subjects, establish a positionality with history paradoxically 
by repressing it. As noted by Dipesh Chakrabarty in his analysis of Third World 
histories ultimately taking "Europe" as their subject, adovcates a post-colonial 
history that, rather than returning to atavistic, nativist histories, should invent a 
narrative that "deliberately makes visible，within the very structure of its narrative 
forms, its own repressive strategies and practices" (Chakrabarty 1995:357). Our 
history, hence, is not so much repressed by the colonizer, but it is repressed in the 
dialectical interaction between the colonizer and the colonized within the limits of 
our hegemonic thinking of status-quo, that marks the true "ambivalence" of our 
history. Cultural pessimism thus serves as an active self-repressing strategy in 




The sense of cultural pessimism, as I have foregrounded in my analysis of 
Rouge, is even more evident in Center Stage (1992), also by director Stanley Kwan. 
CGnterStagc 'x% a biographical film about the life of the famous Chinese actress in the 
30s, Ruan Ling-yu (阮玲玉)，who committed suicide at the age of 25 due to 
pressure ofrumour and personal attacks from the public towards her private life. I 
shaU attempt to explore the issue ofhistory in relation to colonial process inscribed in 
the film by focusing on the analysis of the unique filmic space of CenterStage, 
foterrogation ofB5storv 
The most distinguished feature in Center Stage is a de-centered filmic space 
constituted by multiple levels ofpast and present perspectives in the narration ofthe 
life story ofRuan Ling-yu. The filmic space of the film is "de-centered" by the co-
-existence ofthree perspectives: the drama ofRuan as played by the present actress 
Maggie Cheung, the insertion of some fragments of the original film clips of Ruan 
Ling-yu, and a present voice ofnarration manifested through firstly, the insertion of 
interviews between the director and the contemporaries of Ruan as well as the 
present actors who play in this film, and secondly, the interruption ofRuan's drama 
by laying bare to the audience the actual process of shooting by the director in the 
present production. The strategy of de-centering as employed is quite 
unconventional in biographical films since frequent textual interruptions tend to "de-
87 ‘ 
mystify，，the "aura" of a legendary personality, which biographies set out to 
reconstruct. The filmic space is thus "de-centered" through the existence of these 
multiple levels of perspectives and narration in which the past and the present 
converge^ hence abandoning the illusory monolithic perspective of seeing the life of 
Ruan through “her eyes", as most conventional biographies are inclined to adopt. 
The significance ofthis de-centered filmic space is that it foregrounds a voice 
of narration wbIcb is rooted in tbe present This present voice of narration 
establishes a critical distance from the past and lays bare the process of the present 
filmic (re)contextualization of the past life-story of Ruan. Other than being 
mesmerized in an illusory imaging process of Ruan, the audience are constantly 
reminded ofthe fact that it is a present re-telling of the story ofRuan. The insertion 
of interviews, original film clips of Ruan and present process of shooting hence 
frequently interrupt the sequence of the life history of Ruan by a dominant present 
context. This critical distance with the past established by a dominant voice of 
present narration makes the film Center Stage into one not entirely about the life of 
_ Ruan Ling-yu, but a story of recalling the life ofRuan Ling-yu. 
The significance of realizing this present voice of narration may be seen as an 
attempt to interrogate the issue of history. By laying bare the present process of 
re-telling, (re)contextualising, reconstructing the legend ofRuan, the film unveils the 
"politics of representation" which is inevitably embedded in all representation ofthe 
past. What I mean by the "politics of representation，，is the pre-conditioning of 
understanding towards the past as manuvoeured by strategies of representation and 
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interpretation out of selections and biases. By such, the "objectivity" ofhistory, or 
specifically, ofhistorical representation is contested and problematized by the film in 
exposing the inevitable selection process in every attempt of representing the past. 
In foregrounding this "politics of representation" in relation to historical 
representation, the film hence exemplifies the inevitable existence of historical 
ruptures out of the intervention of human agency in the interpretation of the past. 
Every representation of the past signifies an engagement in a network of inter-
refentiality among multiple “text^' of the past/history. The past as represented is 
but one of the many “intertext ,^ of history. What this present voice of narration 
foregrounds is thus that the past is "unpresentable" paradoxically due to its “hyper-
legibility\ i.e, its state of being always readily appropriated by different levels and 
discourses of interpretation and narration that reinforce the historical ruptures 
between the past and the present. 
lf the past is unpresentable, then what is the point of "re-calling" a past 
,-legendary figure? Here, I see another instance of the film's interrogation ofhistory 
through the articulation of nostalgia. Nostalgia in the film is precisely 
communicated through the acknowlegement of the "unattainability" of the past. 
The frequent insertion of present interviews ofRuan's contemporaries or the present 
cast of actors emphasizes the fact that what retrieving to the past can achieve is 
perhaps only capturing certain remnants of the past through a present context of 
interpretation and selection. In other words, it is the process ofsearching for a past 
object, rather than a recovery of the object which is evident in the film's nostalgic 
• 
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projection on Ruan Ling-yu. In other words, nostalgia is communicated as an 
auratic experience ofstOTy-telling which is dedicated to many diffuse interpretations 
through a common recognition of the '^ inattainability" ofRuan and her legend. If 
nostalgia is the tendency of asserting one's subjecthood by affiliating with history, 
the film conveys nostalgia as that which operates paradoxically on the futility of 
bridging historical ruptures. 
The present voice ofnarration of Center Stage hence interrogates history by 
firstly, exposing the "politics of representation，，； secondly, acknowledging the 
existence of historical ruptures that necessarily informs nostalgia as a search for the 
"unattainable". 
In the contemporary context of Hong Kong in which she is faced by 
tremendous historical and political changes in the imminent end of colonialism, the 
issue of history has become one of the locus points of investigation in the academia 
as well as cultural criticisms in relation to the effects of colonialism. The 
,-investigation ofthe "lack of historical consciousness" in Hong Kong, conducted by 
seeing to the inadequacies in the colonial design of education system, as well as the 
society's impetus purely for commercial development, has become the concem ofthe 
local to examine how colonialism has produced an "erasure" of history in Hong 
Kong. (See Chapter 1 for analysis of local studies of history and colonialism). In 
this Ught, the reflexivity of Center Stage towards issues ofhistory may also place the 
film as one of the local projects of investigating history in the colonial context by 
unveiling the discursive nature of historical representation. By foregrounding the 
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politics of representation, it articulates an oppositional discourse against the 
"objectivity" of messages of history by radically suggesting that history is inevitably 
"contaminated" and "processed" by discursive interpellation. However, it is 
precisely this oppositional discourse against the "objectivity" ofhistory which I shall 
investigate. 
It is essential to note that what is exemplified in this oppositional discourse in 
Center Stage is a heavy sense of pessimism in relation to history. Pessimism is 
carried across by the film in terms of seeing the past as unattainable and irreversible 
due to historical ruptures. It is this sense of pessimism in moments of self-
refIexivity ofhistory in the film which should be addressed. 
Pessimism as Empowerment — Reification ofHistorv 
The sense of pessimism iii Center Stage may be understood as that which 
,-would open up a space for audience empowerment. Pessimism towards history 
opens up a space for the generation of "negative capability". I shall firstly discuss 
how empowerment is achieved before investigating its implications in relation to 
history. 
The foregrounding of pessimism paradoxically facilitates the audience to 
capitalize on the "powerlessness" and the "futility" of the present representation for 
affirmation of present faculties of imagination. This romanticist celebration of 
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pessimism is achieved through rdfying history into a mystery/mystiBcation, that in 
tum affirms the present faculties ofimagination in the auratic re-telling of the past. 
This derivation of "negative capability" from the sense of "powerlessness" 
and "futility" ofcapturing the past is best captured by Jean Francois Lyotard in his 
analysis of the aesthetics of postmodernism. In "What is Postmodernism?", 
Lyotard examines the postmodern aesthetics by distinguishing it from that of 
modernism. He sees in modem aesthetics an attempt to offer to the public "solace" 
and "pleasure" despite presenting contradictions and inconsistencies in art. 
Postmodern aesthetics, on the other hand, constitutes a "real sublime sentiment" 
which is an intrinsic combination of"pleasure and pain". In relation to nostalgia, he 
sees postmodern aesthetics as "that which searches for new presentations, not in 
order to enjoy them but in order to impart a stronger sense ofthe unpresentabld' 
(emphasis added) fLyotard 1984:81). Lyotard's notion of postmodern aesthetics as 
a combination of "pleasure and pain" may shed light upon how the affirmation of 
pessimism or "negativity" in Center Stage can paradoxically serve as a form of 
f- audience empowerment. I am not inclined in anyway to decide whether Center 
Stage'is "postmodern" in terms ofits strategy of representation. Yet, the notion of 
the constitution ofthe "sublime" through a combination of"pleasure and paid" in the 
process of art appreciation can serve as a useful point of departure in articulating 
how the sense of pessimism in Center Stage can be understood as a meaning-
producing significatory process in terms ofidentity formation. 
The sense of pessimism in the film is manifested through evoking the 
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sentiment of nostalgia towards the "unattainable" past. Such nostalgic projection 
produces a self-imaging towards history as the overwhelmingly ungraspable, and 
issues forth a process of self-pathologizing the impossibilities to bridge through 
historical ruptures in this act of"recalling" the myth ofRuan Ling-yu. However, it 
is essential to note that this sense of pessimism towards bridging historical ruptures 
likely facilitates the nurture ofa romanticist spirit of celebrating what the present can 
still accomplish despite the past is "unpresentable". The "unattainability，，of the 
past facilitates the view that history, i.e, the life of Ruan, is an "etemally lost" 
mystery/mystification. Seen from another perspective, this mystification ofhistory 
hence re-emphasizes the present capacity to recall, reconstruct the "aura" of a 
legendary figure despite the fact that the legend is "already lost". To the director, 
the mystification ofhistory exemplifies that he, as a director in the 90s，is still capable 
ofletting Ruan"re-appear" as an admirable and adorable figure despite the traumas in 
her private life. The sense of pessimism ofhistory as "ungraspable" hence serves to 
provide an antithetical counterpart of the affirmation of his filmic imagination in 
reconstructing "Ruan" in the present context. 
^-" 
I would say that it is precisely this mystification ofhistory, or mystification of 
Ruan as a lost legend attributed by pessimism that a Hong Kong identity is 
articulated. The articulation of a Hong Kong identity made possible by the film 
relies on a contradictory and split self-imaging of Hong Kong, to secure 
simultaneously the sense of"pleasure" and "pain". 
On one hand, pessimism facilitates an articulation of Hong Kong identity 
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through encouraging ways of self-imaging Hong Kong with pride and a sense of 
superiority. It should be noted that in the film, Ruan has never been represented as 
Ruan the person. The only real images of Ruan are her multiple appearances as 
anonymous characters in her own film clips. And these real images ofRuan present 
her in terms ofan actress in silent movies who doesn't even have a "voice". It is the 
present actress Maggie Cheung who "speaks for" Ruan in her present acting of 
Ruan's life. The acting out ofRuan's drama by Cheung thus gives a "voice" to the 
"silenced" Ruan. Director Kwan has said in the beginning of the film that during his 
research preparation of the film, he discovered that many of Ruan's films were 
already lost, and only some fragments of the original prints could be located. The 
emphasis of loss due to historical discontinuities sets the tone that underpins the 
achievement of the present Hong Kong production in terms of "recovering" the 
"voice，，of Ruan. In other words, pessimism speaks from a metannarative of 
reaffirming the self-image ofHong Kong as having favourable economic conditions 
and acute cultural sensibilities in this very creative process ofletting Ruan "reappear" 
again half a century after her death. 
严--
On the part of the audience, the sense of pessimism also paradoxically 
fashions a space to see themselves as co-creators of the myth ofRuan Ling-yu. The 
de-centered filmic space in the film displays constant interruptions of a continuous 
flow and totalizing narrative ofthe life-story ofRuan. The audience is then given a 
huge space ofimagination to "piece up" the fragments of the puzzle ofRuan's life. 
Linda Hutcheon's analysis of meta-narratives as an affirmation of "life" in art, 
characteristic of her positive view of the "emanicipatory" power of postmodern 
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aesthetics, can be used here to illustrate my point. In the analysis of what she calls 
"historiographic metafiction", she proposes that postmodern aesthetics does not 
deny the existence ofthe past, "[though] it does question whether it can ever be 
known other than through its textual remains" OHutcheon 1988:20). By such 
questioning of the past by the self-reflexiveness of meta-narratives, the readers are 
drawn to a "paradox" created by meta-narratives: the reader is, at the same time, co-
creator of the self-reflexive text and distanced from it because of its very self-
reflexiveness. She claims that the distance towards the past as posed by the "laying 
bare of linguistic and structural codes" necessarily leads to an "internalized act of 
narration itself, the process which mediates the reader and the texf O^utcheon 
1984:45). She explains that the distance with the past in all its discontinuities and 
gaps necessarily constructs the reader as an imaginative subject, who, disturbed by 
the absence of a totalizing narrative, is required to assume his responsibility as well 
as freedom in forging his interpretation of the text, a parallel act of the process of 
creation in writing. In her words, "In metafiction, the reader or the act of reading 
itself often become thematizcd parts of the narrative situation, acknowledged as 
,-having a co-producing function" ^Iutcheon 1984:37). Implicit in Hutcheon's 
notion of the co-producing fimction of the act of interpreting on the part of the 
reader is the emphasis on reader-response theories, which places the role of the 
readers as equally important with that of the writer. Seen in relation to Center 
Stage, Hutcheon's reader-response theory sheds light upon how Ruan's legend, 
mystified in its state of being "already lost，，and unattainable, is paradoxically 
appropriated by the audience as being "readily attainable" (because meta-narration 




imaginative power of the audience. 
On the part of the audience, pessimism towards history as the ungraspable 
thus serves as an antithetical counterpart of the affirmation of present faculties of 
imagination in terms of realizing oneself as a co-agent of"actualizing" the lost legend 
of Ruan. In other words, pessimism in the films opens up a "participatory 
spectacle，，in which the contemporary audience are empowered in their very act of 
seeing the life-story of Ruan. Despite his characteristic Marxist tone of seeing 
nostalgia films as "mesmerized fascination in lavish images" informed by late 
capitalism, Jameson has also suggested how nostalgia films can serve in effect as the 
empowerment with which the public identify. In his critique of the film Time out of 
Joint, he discusses how reification of the 50s in America by the film is recuperated as 
a form of praxis,"... the fifties is a thing, but a thing that we can build ... its 
[reification] fundamental dynamic is rather transferred to the side of human energies 
and human possibilities" (emphasis added) (Jameson 1989:285). Seen in this light, 
the representation ofhistory as a mystification in Center Stage can be understood as 
,-a form of empowerment in the articulation of Hong Kong identity in the very 
evocation ofRuan as an "inert object of desire". 
However, as I have mentioned earlier, the articulation ofHong Kong identity 
in Center Stage is established through a contradictory or split self-image of Hong 
Kong. Whereas much has been discussed about how "negative capability" 
generates a sense of pride and self-affirmation, I shall now proceed to discuss how 
the articulation ofHong Kong identity is in fact embedded within a hidden sense of 
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inferiority. 
I think that this embedded sense of inferiority can be detected in the self-
justification of the fihn to be a passive "imitator^ ，of history. This tendency of the 
film to self-justify itselfas being an "imitator" can be seen in the adoption of the film 
aesthetics of critical distance with the past. The adoption of critical distance 
articulates a Hong Kong "voice" through the filmic structure of meta-narrative that 
exemplifies the film's process of "imitating" the past. For instance, the sudden 
retreat ofthe camera position from a close shot ofMaggie Cheung, who is playing 
Ruan, to an aerial view that exposes the studio set of the actual location of the 
present process of shooting serves as a reminder to audience that it is an "imitation" 
which is in progress. There are also instances ofinsertion of present interviews held 
by the director with his caste ofactors which aim to draw a parallel between the past 
and the present that justifies his cause of imitation. For instance, in the beginning 
ofthe fihn, he interviews the present actress Maggie Cheung, and tells her that Ruan 
Ling-yu has never had a chance of playing serious roles in films before she enters the 
,.Luen Wah Production House, before which she plays only those minor roles, hua pin 
(¾¾¾ . Maggie Cheung then expresses, "Well, then she's like me!”. The self-
reference that Cheung draws on from the experience ofRuan parallels the past with 
the present. The intention of the director stems from a static notion towards history, 
that a famous actress in the past shares the same fate with a present famous actress in 
Hong Kong. In fact, there are other "texts" beyond the film narrative which serve 
to draw such paralleling that justifies the act of imitation? Such paralleling of the 
2 At the time ofthe release of CenterStage, publicity ofthe film had centered on the “coincidence” of 
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past and the present serves to justify the film's cause to embark on a process oV'pure 
imitatiod' of the past. 
The act ofimitation presupposes a metaphysical notion of"real" and renders 
art creation and aesthetics as a "mirror image" of the "real". Such metaphysical 
notion ofhistory implies that the film sees a rhetorical "imitation" to be sufTicientio 
serve the purpose ofconstituting a basis of cultural identity ofHong Kong. Hence, 
we can see that the meta-narrative structure from which Hong Kong identity is 
affirmed serves only as a formalistic framework in the film devoid of any reflexive 
substance. In the supposingly "free" space of semi-documentary, the director has 
never ventured to explain his position of adopting a meta-narrative in his present 
approach. Embedded within this meta-narrative approach is thus a self-imaging of 
Hong Kong with a sense ofinferiority in terms of self-positioning as only an outsider 
ofhistory, who is incapable to intervene history and thus succumbing to eclecticism 
offilmic imagination. What is underpinned is the rendering ofboth the past and the 
present creation as static constructs, the former being "auratic" and "impenetrable" 
. a nd the latter being "imitative" and a "mirror image" of the "real". I would say that 
such positing of film aesthetics as articulation of Hong Kong identity implies an 
affirmation of passivity through deriving from aesthetic level a self-justificatory 
narrative of a being a passive, mechanistic "imitator" or story-teller of history. 
the similarity ofthe fate ofRuan Ling-yu and the present actress Maggie Cheung in terms ofbeing 
victims oflove, the latter whose letters have been disclosed to the public by her ex-lover during the 
process of shooting. Publicity had also revolved around the rumour that the crew of the film saw the 
ghost ofRuan Ling-yu appear at the time ofthe shooting, who stood besides Maggie Cheung and 
secretly wept while the production was in process. 
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What is inscribed in the symbolic process of filmic imagination is thus a social and 
cultural impetus to actively search for means and justification for passivity towards 
history. 
The Ambivalence ofHistorv 
The articulation of Hong Kong identity and the possible ways of 
empowerment as evident in Center Stage unveils how history is ambivalent in our 
colonial context. History is ambivalent not because it has been directly eradicated 
by colonial control, but due to a self-imaging process on the part of the colonized 
subjects as passive recipients and outsider of history. In an attempt to contest the 
objectivity of history, the film withdraws to a self-pathologizing attitude towards 
history. What has been neglected is a genuine historical perspective towards the 
past. What I mean by a historical perspective can be illuminated by some of 
Jameson's far-sighted remarks towards the notion of historicity. 
,.. In arguing against the common labels tagged on historical novels as staging 
the past and science fiction staging the future, Jameson sees the importance of 
examining the way we conceive of historicity in a particular society and mode of 
production, which determines how we look to our past and anticipate our future. 
He claims, "Historicity is，in fact, neither a representation of the past nor a 
representation of the future (although its various forms use such representations): it 
can first and foremost be defined as a perception of the present as history, that is，as 
a relationship to the present which somehow defamiliarizes it and allows that 
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distance from immediacy which is at length characterized as a historical 
perspective^ (emphasis added) (Jameson 1989:284). Implicit in Jameson's analysis 
is that history is a fluid site where the dynamic^roctss of subjectformation is played 
out. Jn this sense, to interrogate issues of history is to investigate the historical 
conditions which detennme our present positionaUty witb tbepast, as in Jameson's 
terms, to establish "a perception of the present ashistory\ 
It is out ofthis understanding that I find the discourse of opposition against 
the objectivity ofhistory in CenterStage, which is articulated through establishing a 
present voice ofnarration to expose the politics of representation, fails to unearth the 
complex issues of history in our colonial context. In contesting the objectivity of 
history, it sees history only in terms of a linear notion of the past being 
irreversible,unattainable and “inert,, and overlooks the “historicity of its “present 
positionality" with the past, that is, it fails to grasp the dynamic interaction ofhistory 
with the present in failing to see its present positionality as history. A genuine 
historical perspective would require the interrogation of history through examining 
一 the “historicity, ofevery interpellating subject position, rather than the bygone past. 
Much as the film sees the discursive nature ofhistorical representation, it overlooks 
its present subject position as being also informed and pre-conditioned by different 
historical and social conditions, and more importantly, also operating on a discourse 
of p0werXh2X activcly interpellates a particular understanding towards history, which 
has been discussed above. Borrowing Jameson's words, the interrogation of 
history as attempted by Center Stage can be seen as "contemporary historicism" 
which substitutes for our colonial culture's incapacity to represent both history and 
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present conditions. By such, the questioning of history as attempted by Center 
Stage is at most theoretically and rhetorically "oppositional" but politically and 
historically "reactionary". 
EL Day^QfBeingWild 
Days ofBeing Wild, produced in 1990, directed by Wong Kar-wai, has been 
one ofhis most debatable works (a more controversial one is perhaps Ashes ofTime) 
since its release. The lack of narrative coherence, incomprehensible characterization, 
dialogues punctuated by frequent silences and the massive use of monologues all 
tend to abandon the conventions of narrative films. Whereas Rouge and Center 
Stage as earlier discussed attempt to deal with the past through a present "outsider" 
gazing towards the history of a female ghost in the 30s and the life-story of a famous 
actress respectively. Days of Being Wild abandons such contrastive or meta-
_--
narrative tendency. Instead, Wong constructs a setting which "vaguely" belongs to 
Hong Kong of the 60s (since there are not explicit temporal markers in the film that 
affirm the exact historical setting) and tells the story not of"admirable" figures with a 
'Vorthy cause" (like Ruan Ling-yu who plays in nationalistic and “new women" 
films [新女性])or committment ^leur the insanely passionate female ghost), but of 
individuals whose act and behaviour are far from heroic or praiseworthy. Wong 
engages the audience in a strictly indulgent atmosphere of decadence. 
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foterrogation ofHistory: Hlstorv and Subiect Formation 
The choice of Days of Being Wild in this project is due to the fact that it 
exhibits a highly self-reflexive attitude towards the issue of history, in terms of 
exploring the relationship between history and subject formation. Whereas 
Wong's films have often been described as stylistically and thematically decadent, 
pessimistic and indulgent, I see in them a definite projection ofhis self-refIexiveness 
and judgement towards decadence itself. I believe that his self-reflexiveness and 
judgement can never be fully apprehended if criticisms only focus on the narratives of 
the heavily doomed existences of the individuals themselves. I see in Days ofBeing 
Wild a sophisticated manipulation of the filmic space in the interrogation of the 
dialectical relationship between personal history and identity formation. This 
suggests that Wong's stylistically constructed mood of "decadence" deserves more 
attention than its indulgent and romanticized gesture of"rebel without a cause，’？ 
In the colonial context of Hong Kong, the self-reflexiveness towards history 
—as manifested in Days ofBeing Wild may be seen as an instance of contestation and 
intervention of the issue ofhistory. The main concem in this project is to study the 
ambivalence of colonialism in relation to history by seeing how moments of 
disavowal, opposition or contestation are in fact effected within the limits of colonial 
regime of power. In the following, I shall discuss the interrogation of personal 
history and identity formation as attempted by Wong, with particular attention to the 
3 The Chinese name ofDays ofBeing Wildis 啊飛正傳)，which is the name of the film Rebel 
Witbouta Cause\s^ James Dean. 
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overall construction ofaunique filmic space through an indeterminate nostalgia zone 
ofanoynmity, camera shots and objects. Then, I shall proceed to discuss how this 
attempt ofinterrogating history should be addressed in our colonial context. 
The complexities of identity formation in relation to one's history is 
manifested in the film's portraits of characters who are all bound and paralysed by 
their past, which incurs an immense "lack" experienced in the present. Personal 
history is posited as the source of the present "lack" that drives individuals to 
different paths of self-actualization, as a psychological combat against the immense 
"void" of lack. Yet, these different instances of self-actualization are viewed by 
Wong as pathological and self-deceptive, which are ironic manifestation of their 
being caught up in vicious cycles of problems of selfhood. Through the 
construction of a unique filmic space, Wong puts forward his judgement and self-
reflexiveness towards these psychological combat against the sense oflack as issued 
forth from the past undertaken by individuals. The filmic space depicts how 
individuals are simultaneously “£vd' and ""beld captivd, in their different paths of 
_ self-actualization. 
One ofthe features ofthe filmic space of Days ofBeing WilddxA that which 
is used by Wong to interrogate history and identity is its anonymity. Apart from 
the only once understated register by Yuk that it is set in 1960, there are in fact no 
explicit temporal markers in terms of some collectively shared experiences of the 
Hong Kong society. Nor are there any explicit spatial markers of the landscape of 
Hong Kong, apart from the most obvious symbol of a tram that appears only for a 
103 ‘ 
few seconds. It is essential to note that such anonymity of the filmic space alludes 
to the deliberate "emptying" of the "depth" of characters in terms of their 
background history and information. Even their names are but briefly mentioned. 
Li such an anonymous space, individuals' encounter and interactions are seen as pure 
coincidences in different junctures of time. The filmic space ofanonymity should 
be understood as the director's intention to unveil how individuals are both "free" to 
self-actualize themselves by re-telling their past to total strangers, as well as "held 
captive" by a "lacking" past that produces their sense of seW-aHenation, in the act 
disclosing oneselfonly in non-committed encounter with strangers. 
A store-keeper girl, named So, is overwhelmed by her traumatic past ofbeing 
abandoned by Yuk, an idle young man who is never committed to one woman. So 
attempts to overcome this immense present lack by seeking company from policeman 
Chiu, who is on duty in the area where Yuk lives and who coincidently sees her on a 
rainy night sitting outside Yuk's place. The nature of company she needs is not a 
sharing ofany sort, but a passive Kstener. She re-tells her story, not in any attempt 
, t o win consolation from Chiu in its obvious incoherent and jumbly manner. What is 
significant in their conversation is that So manages to use this process of story-telling 
to pose a psychological combat against her immense sense of lack. This is seen in 
her nostalgic re-call of her past. Rather than clinging passively to the "good old 
days"of the past, she actively embarks on a process of self-actualization, by 
reinterpreting and revcrsingXht past according to her present wishes ofconstructing 
a "desirable" self-image. She tells policeman Chiu that she is once told by a friend 
(referring to Yuk) that "he will forever remember me because of this minute". In 
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fact. So has reinterpreted this past memorable scene between Yuk and herself in this 
process of re-telling. When Yuk first met her and tried to court her, he told her to 
gaze at his watch for one minute and then said, "16th April, 1960. 3 pm. I will 
remember this minute because of you". The attitude of Yuk's frequent resort to 
“freeze’，time by re/^ 7>7^people in terms of viewing them only as temporal markers 
of A/lyhistory is evident in this statement. Yet, So, in an attempt to defend herselfin 
the midst of the loss of love, reinterprets this memorable moment with Yuk by 
constructing a desirable image ofherself as the "etemal lover" ofYuk. She places 
herselfto be a memorable lover image "above time，，in Yuk's eyes in this process of 
re-telling her past. So，s reinterpretation and reversal of the past sheds light upon 
how nostalgia is manipulated as an instance of self-actualization, in the sense that the 
past is appropriated by the desires of the present. Individuals are “如3，in this 
process ofnostalgic projection in the sense that they embark on an active process of 
externalizing their present state of lack through "desirably" constructed 
"remembrances". 
.- Yet, it is in this very state ofindividuals exercising their "freedom，’ to combat 
against their past in a self-deceptive manner that individuals are simultaneously "held 
captive". Jn the case of So, this very state of"captivity" is manifested in her self-
alienation in human relationships. All So needs on the night she met policeman 
Chiu is only a listener who would "simply be there’，, to witness the process of self-
actualizing herselfthrough nostalgic projection and subsequent forgetting ofthe past. 
What is implicit in So's process of self-actualizing hersetf through desirable self-
imaging and forgetting in the very presence of a stranger is a figure offailure, who, 
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being incapable to acknowledge her loss and face her past, is deprived of any 
anticipation of sharing and closeness in human relationships. When Chiu tells her to 
caU him again if she ever feels depressed, she never calls (only years after). It is 
thus a vicious cycle of self-alienation constituted through the unique means of self-
imaging that is informed by the lack of the past. The filmic space of anonymity in 
the film can thus be seen in the light of conveying this very state ofcaptivityoi So, 
who seems "free" to discursively interpellate her past to constitute a desirable self-
imaging only within the limits as defined by her haunting past — to be distant and 
non-committed in affective investment in human relationships so as to feel safe and 
avoid injury. Hence, it is an anonymous listenerv^ho is needed in terms ofbeing a 
total stranger with no history, background or even a name. It is a kind of 
relationship in the most superficial form of coincident encounter of two unparallel 
Unes meeting at a particular juncture of time and space and then part forever in 
different courses. The filmic space of anonymityQ2Si thus be seen as an assertion of 
the self-refIexiveness and judgement of the director, towards the unique way and 
context of self-imaging to assert subjectivity as being inevitably informed by one's 
,-past, which throws oneselfinto vicious cycles of self-alienation. 
Another means through which the filmic space articulates the dialectical 
relationship ofthe past and self-actualization in the present is the use of objects, not 
in the straightforward sense ofbeing period props, but as fetish of human feelings. 
The use of objects as fetish of human feelings in the film connotes the state of 
captivity of individuals who are bound by the past and attempt to overcome this lack 
by an obsession of objects, which springs forth the act of sclMeception that is 
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nevertheless a consequence of their haunting past. This is best exemplified in the 
case of Lulu. Lulu is a nightclub dancing girl who is also abandoned by Yuk. 
Compared to So, Lulu is a much more aggressive woman. The first time she goes 
to his house after Yuk's seduction, she wanders around in Yuk's house. Seeing her 
curiously looking over every comer of the place, Yuk remarks, "You seem to like 
wandering about in somebody's place". In fact, "house" is a fetish ofLulu in her 
aggressiveness towards "possessing" Yuk. There is also a time when So comes to 
Yuk's house to take back her belongings after Yuk left her for Lulu. Lulu furiously 
reacts by saying, "Once I have stepped into this house, everything in this house is 
mine. I will not give away anything". What is interesting to note about Lulu 
after Yuk leaves her without notice for the Philippines is that she attempts to 
overcome the sudden trauma by going to the house ofYuk's foster mother. Failing 
to find Yuk there, she instinctively asks his mother if she can go in to have a look at 
her house. Without waiting for the answer, she abruptly steps into the house and 
wanders around. She gives his mother a reason for her abruptness, "The many 
times when I came here with Yuk, I always waited for him downstairs. I used to 
’-think what this house would be like. I have always wanted to come and have a 
look". Unable to get herself out of the trauma of losing Yuk, Lulu resorts to her 
accustomed way ofrelying on fetish. Unlike the time when she was with Yuk, the 
fetish of"house" has taken on a new meaning other than being a sign of possession. 
It now serves as a fetish to defend against neurosis by self-deceiving, in imagining 
herselfas still being "linked" with the missing Yuk, though in the very abstract and 
arbitrary sense. The use of objects as fetish of human feelings of love in the film 
hence conveys the state of captivityo^l^x\u who, in an attempt to overcome the past, 
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clings to the fetish of"house" which is anything but a self-deceiving remedy. 
On the part ofYuk, his means of self-actualization is forgetting. Forgetting 
here refers not to the passive process ofincapacity to recall, but a conscious process 
offiltering one's memories in the act of recalling. Forgetting can be understood as 
an attempt of self-actualization because like remembrance, it enables one to 
construct a desirable image ofoneselfby filtering away the "undesirable" from one's 
memories. In the film, the past that haunts Yuk is not so much of one of being 
abandoned or betrayed. Rather, he is haunted by a past in which he himselfinflicts 
pain upon the women he has loved. The sense oflack as felt by him drives him to 
forget the burden ofthe past or rather the fragility and limitation ofhis inner selfby 
constructing, through forgetting, a desirable self-image of "one having no history". 
However, this unique way of self-imaging is posited by the film as a "malice" in 
terms of reaffirming a non~committal attitude in life and deprives him of inward 
drives ofattaining any intrinsic values from life, which thus drives Yuk to indulge in 
meaningless repetition of self-actualization that finally leads to his destruction. 
,.Yuk's persistent quest ofhis mother may be seen as a consequence of such "malice" 
of Don'ConunitmenthtQ,2iMSQ it gives him the excuse, as his foster mother says, "to let 
go of yourself for all these years". It is also an excuse to embark on the new 
adventure to search for a "quasi" anchorage whose "function" and significance lie 
paradoxically in its state ofsuspension — not to be realized or materialized as a fixed 
“root’，of his identity, and thus the self-image of "one's having no history" can be 
sustained and thus an endless process of sclMeception and self-evasion is promised. 
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The filmic space asserts the filmmaker's judgement or reflexiveness towards 
this mode ofself-deception ofYuk by its deliberate exemplification of details which 
conventional reading would classify as insignificant. In focusing on "insignificant" 
details, the filmic space connotes the state ofcaptivity of Yuk. It is essential to 
note that there is a frequent use of long-shot of the backs of individuals who are 
walking away from the point where the camera is stationed. Abandoning the 
conventional use ofediting which tends to make invisible the existence ofthe camera 
in its imitation ofnatural eye movements, director Wong resorts to long-shot which 
asserts the presence ofthe camera in "arresting" the walking figure. When refused 
by his mother in the Philippines, Yuk walks away hastily from her luxurious garden 
and says to himself, 
"Because she has denied me the chance to have just one look at her, 
which is all I ask for，I will not tum back to give her the chance to have 
a look at me." 
—On the utterance of these words, Yuk's back is at first shot in a natural pace of 
movement. But after the utterance, the director immediately switches to a slow-
motion long-shot of his walking figure. This dramatic moment asserts in fact the 
attitude or judgement of the director towards the self-deception of Yuk in his 
symbolic quest ofhis mother. Through the use of the camera, Yuk is visuaUy''held 
captivd' by the eye ofthe camera，and thus by the eyes of the audience who are led 
by the camera presence as well. The use of slow motion long-shot depicts Yuk 
who is walking but visually getting no further, hence "captured" by the camera, 
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which exemplifies the lack ofvitality in a character already reduced to living on his 
own myth of self-deception, with his present but a pale reflection of his "lacking" 
past. By focusing on insignificant details such as the back of characters, as well as 
asserting the presence ofthe camera which physically penetrates into the inner selfof 
individual, the filmic space hence draw our attention to the ideology of the filmmaker 
himself rather than the material he is showing us. By such, Wong has indeed 
conveyed his judgement towards the self-deception of Yuk in his self-imaging of 
himself as "one having no history" and bound to the fate of an ever-flying "legless 
bird". The "legless bird，，has never managed to “fly，，beyond the "eyes" of vision of 
the camera and the audience, but only repetitiously engages itself in meaningless 
self-actualization in order to overcome the present lack informed by the past. In 
fact, the death of Yuk due to some meaningless conflicts with gangs concludes the 
director's remarks on how one's attempt of self-actualization is but a pathological 
register ofthe "ghost" of the past. 
Until now, through an analysis of the filmic space of Days ofBeing Wild, I 
,have attempted to illustrate how Wong Kar-wai interrogates the relationship 
between personal history and identity formation. Through the construction of a 
filmic space ofanonymity, the use of objects as fetish, and camera shots that render 
the 'Sdsibility" real by the camera presence, he asserts his reflexiveness towards the 
nature of self-imaging to be informed by a sense oflack inscribed by the past. By 
such, Wong indeed posits a dialectical relationship between personal history and 
subject formation. Whereas subject formation may be seen as a discursive 
enunciation ofone's history interpellated by individuals in different stages ofdesire, 
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the unique way of self-imaging oneself in relation to one's history is nevertheless a 
bistoricized subject formation. By exploring the dialectical relationship between 
the two, Wong hence foregrounds the historicity of identityfonnation. 
*^MemaI Cnlnniyatiod* and FataKsm 
My earlier analyses of Rouge and Center Stage have demonstrated that the 
two films attempt to interrogate issues of history through a contrastive and meta-
narrative stance respectively, both strategies reflecting the attitude of the director in 
reaffirming the presence of historical ruptures in his consolidation of a binary 
dichotomy of Past Vs Present dictohtomy. On the other hand, by foregrounding 
the historicity ofidentity formation in terms of a pre-condition of"lack" issued forth 
by the past. Days of Being Wild interrogates issues of history by unveiling how 
historical ruptures materialize themselves through the “intemal colonizstiod' of the 
personal by history. This "internal colonization" is manifested in the film as that 
‘which results in vicious cycles of self-imaging and self-actualization based on an 
active processes of forgetting, anmaesia, self-deception and self-alienation that 
accumulate within individuals to a point of no retum. 
This understanding of a "colonizer from withiiT as projected by the film can 
thus be seen as a self-reflexiveness towards the issue of history in the context of 
coloniaUsm. By exemplifying how individuals are "internally" colonized. Days of 
Being Wild may thus be seen as an attempt of intervening and contesting the 
111 
J 
"contamination" ofhistory which is seen to be at work on more subtle levels than any 
external, suppressive "erasure" ofhistory. Yet, as I have stressed in the beginning 
of my analysis of the film, it is precisely this self-reflexiveness in the historicity of 
subject formation which should be addressed. The portrait of "internal 
colonization" of individuals is what I see as a symbolic filmic construction that can 
nevertheless be seen as that which accounts for the ambivalence ofhistory. 
I would say that individuals' "internal colonization" by a "lacking" past as 
depicted by Wong succumbs to a view of fstaHsm in terms of the incapacity of 
individuals to break away from the bondage of the past. Implicit in Wong's view of 
history is a tendency to see history as a “mystid' force that over-determines the 
present mode of pursuit and survival. In fact, this fatalistic view towards history in 
relation to individual experiences is a recurrent motifin Wong's works, as could be 
seen in his first film, As Tears Go 丑丫脏角卡門,1988). Wong says in an interview 
that the characters in the film are all driven to do something which need not 
necessarily be done, but they still do it out of forces beyond their control, 
w~ ‘ 
"Every character in the film feels that this is not a thing that they should 
do，but still they do it ..…aU these ‘not necessary' deeds, but they all 
commit to them. This feeling, when put into love relationships, is 
romantic; when put into friendships, is devoted; when put into the game 
of power struggle, is the state of being subjected to forces beyond 
control，，(see 洛楓 1995: 47^8). 
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In Days ofBeing Wild, similarly, the characters reflect this similiar pathological state 
of being unable to overcome the trauma of their "lacking" history and fate, thus 
succumbing to endless vicious entanglement of problems of selfhood. Hence, the 
"internal colonization" of individuals by their "lacking" history unveils Wong's 
fatalist view of history in terms of history as a "mystic" element that is driving 
individuals nowhere. Seeing this symbolic construction and exemplification of 
“fktalisnT as a basis ofidentity formation offered by the popular culture of nostalgia 
film where an imaginary collective is realized, I think fatalism opens up a space of 
collective, cultural pessimism in which politics ofidentity is enacted by the public 
out of their frustration, despair and uncertainties towards political future in the late 
80s. 
Whereas fatalism may be seen as a parody of our present uncertainties and 
despair, such understanding is not sufficient to see the complex process of identity 
formation registered behind. This view implies that the public is totally passive in 
their reception of cultural messages in their participation in popular culture, as well 
, a s towards circumstantial impact. Rather, I see that the public actively 
appropriates pessimism for an excuse to divert their attention from troubling 
uncertainties ofhistorical and social changes to self-hypnosis in the seeming glamour 
of status-quo. The view of history and collective fate as fatalistic serves to be the 
best excuse for vocation and self-exile, in terms of turning "blind" to the social, 
historical and political uncertainties. Cultural pessimism is thus capitalized upon as 
self-justificatory narratives of indifference, such that the public does not need to face 
up to any responsibilities further than the fulfilment of their desires in the seeming 
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glamour of the status-quo. In order to feel psychologically comfortable, the public 
succumbs to an image of"innocence" in the face ofhistory and collective fate being 
"mystic" and uncontrollable. The filmic space of Days of Being Wild, which 
exemplifies the pathological modes of searching for onesetfby sad figures oflack and 
failure whose acts are far from heroic or praiseworthy, hence produces an image of 
"innocence"of individuals in the face of one's fate and history. 
The hnage of“hmocence” 
In fact, this image of "innocence" is also exemplified by the filmic space of 
Days of Being Wild. This is the construction of a filmic space in which characters 
are "enveloped" within a world of objects, that exemplifies their "state of captivity". 
The use of objects in the film with specific shooting angles help in a way to 
exemplify this "innocence" of the characters by presenting an "omnipotent view" 
,-over the characters who embark on different paths of self-deceptive and meaningless 
self-actualizations. An example is the use of low-angle in the recurrent shooting of 
the "clock" image. Bound by burden of the past, the characters are all eager to 
forget their past, their history. They resort to different means of self-actualization 
to make themselves feel more relieved through forgetting. However, these 
processes of self-actualization is "viewed" by the judgemental presence of the 
director as purely pathological, repetitive and meaningless in his shooting-angles. It 
is essential to note that the recurrent images of the "clock" are mostly shot in low-
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angles, and sometimes appear in empty shots as well. Empty shots are shots in 
which the clock is shot in isolation without characters or movement. In the film, 
the empty shots oflow-angle image of the "clock" are inserted amidst episodes of the 
beginning, the middle or the end ofhuman relationships. They serve to produce a 
"witness" and "gaze" that preys on human activities. Being visually exemplified in 
terms oflow-angle shooting, their "aura" is enhanced over the temporality and ever-
changing nature of the formation of the discreet and yet pathological self-
actualization undertaken by the characters. They serve to be the unchanging form 
amidst the repetition of changes that take place in the human world. By such, the 
nature of human self-actualization in relation to their past is seen as purely 
pathological in their race with the overwhelming ticking of time. 
Apart from low-angle shooting of the "clock" image, the use of high-angle 
shooting of places and architecture should also be noted. High-angle shooting of 
places and architecture privileges the camera and the audience of an aerial viewovQX 
‘ the nature ofhuman activities taking place "below". It "belittles" the interaction of 
'-human activities. This attempt to "belittle" individuals is located within the context 
of coincidences in the lives of the characters. The use of recurrent shots of places 
and architecture constitutes an on-going rhythm oflife in terms of forming a network 
of coincidences in which individuals meet and part and different individuals are linked 
to each other though unknowingly. Listances of these recurrent shots are to 
found in the shots of a hotel and a telephone booth. After Yuk has left for the 
Philippines, Lulu goes to Philippines to search for him. When she finally settles in 
the hotel and inquires about Yuk from the hotel maid, Yuk has already been shot 
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dead. It is the same hotel where Yuk meets policeman Chiu, the policeman who 
has been a listener to So's story one night and knows that So has been "ruined" by 
Yuk. And it so happens that policeman Chiu reminds Yuk of So because Yuk finds 
his face familiar. In fact, while still in Hong Kong, policeman Chiu had knocked on 
the door of Yuk's apartment one rainy night when he sees a down-trodden So 
lingering outside Yuk's apartment. The recurrent use of the hotel hence serves as 
an intersection point where the diverse paths of characters converge in a way that the 
characters themselves are totally unaware of. Another object of recurring shots is 
the telephone booth. The telephone booth where policeman Chiu passes by every 
night appears again after he quits his job and decides to become a sailor. The 
telephone booth is a "witness" to the encounter between Chiu and So in the worst 
time of So's life when she wanders along the empty streets every night in the midst of 
love trauma. Chiu tells So to give him a call at the telephone booth if she needs 
someone to talk to, since he passes by the telephone booth every night while on duty. 
Since their brief counter and separation, she has never called in her state of self-
alienation. Approaching the end bf the film, the telephone booth appears again, this 
,.time ringing in the solitude ofthe night years after Chiu has quit hisjob to become a 
sailor. What may have been implied is that So has recovered from her love trauma 
and connects herself once again with the network of human relationships by calling 
Chiu. Yet, the recurrent shots of the telephone booth in different stages of the 
characters' lives convey how individuals are always mis-timed and mis-placed 
The use of recurrent shots of objects, places and architecture can therefore be 




activities of human individuals. It renders individuals as belittled, pathological 
_ r' 
figures searching for meaningless repetition. The filmic space in Days ofBeing 
K i^7Jhence exemplifies the "innocence" of individuals in the unpredictabilities and 
coincidences offered by fate. I see this construction of an "all-knowing" filmic 
space the most explict remark that Wong has inscribed in the film, in relation to the 
belief of fatalism and the "mystic" nature of history that over-determine the 
individuals' modes of pursuit and survival. 
Viewed in this light, “fatalisnf as exemplified in Days OfBeing RWhence 
conveniently fashions a space for public identification with a collective sense of 
cultural pessimism. Cultural pessimism, as I have described earlier, operates on a 
more complex level of symbolic reaffirmation of the status-quo imaginary by 
providing an excuse for vocation and self-exile in terms of turning "blind" to the 
social, historical and political uncertainties. This desire to tum "blind" to the 
present crisis and anxieties is not entirely a passive role assumed by Hong Kong 
people. Rather, I see it as a form of"empowerment" actively pursued by the public. 
• , "Empowerment" is achieved paradoxically through a reaffirmation of passivity and 
indifference, a process in which a politics ofdIfference is undertaken by the ordinary 
people. What I mean by a politics of difference is the assertion of a "voice" by 
Hong Kong people which is different^om that of the British and Chinese authorities, 
as well as from that of the field of local politics, in the depressing and frustrating 
socio-poUtical and historical environment since the late 80s. Widespread feelings of 
distrust in the political struggles among these power blocs concerning the future of 
Hong Kong stimulate the desires of the general public to assert themselves by means 
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ofenacting a politics ofdifference through political indifference and dis-engagement. 
That is to say, the collective reaffirmation of cultural pessimism signifies moments of 
"empowerment" of Hong Kong people, by actively appropriating pessimism for 
passivity and indifference. 
To sum up, in the film's process of interrogating issues of history, what is 
foregrounded is the symbolic reaffirmation of “fktalisnT. Embedded in this 
reaffirmation oi''fatalisni" and the cultural space of pessimism that it conveniently 
fashions for public identification is unmistakably a metanarrative of the status-quo 
imaginary, which is all the public needs as basis of identity formation in the socio-
historical context ofthe late 80s and 90s. Despite tendencies of self-reflexiveness in 
posing contestation and intervention of the issue of history at this critical historical 
phase ofHong Kong, Days ofBeing M/^/and its public reception can thus be read 
as another manifestation ofhow the ambivalence ofhistory in our colonial context is 
"produced” within the limits of status-quo imaginary. 
" • 
Conclusion 
My analyses of the three nostalgia films in this chapter suggest how certain 
contemporary nostalgia films manifest a collective attempt either to forget or to reify 
history through the projection of present desires of upholding and maintaining 
status-quo onto the past. My analysis is mainly focused on the filmic space, as well 
as its interaction with the themes, motifs or the attitude of the director. My aim is 
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to explore how the filmic space opens up a space of meaning-production or 
meaning-investment, or at times, as empowerment by the public. In this process of 
affirming identities, the given meaning of a filmic text is always open to contestation 
and appropriation by different cultural values, meanings and attitudes in the actual 
"lifeworld" of the pubUc. 
It is also my attempt to position the filmic space as a mediation of the colonial 
process and experience ofHong Kong in relation to history. The filmic space of the 
three films, as I have discussed, generates and facilitates a recoding by the public in 
terms of its sense of cultural pessimism. It is essential to emphasise that the three 
films all attempt to interrogate the issue of history. Rouge interrogates history by 
seeing it as equally "lacking" as the present，Center Stage interrogates history by 
seeing historical representation as being inevitably "contaminated" and Days of 
Being PWA/explores history in terms of the dialectical relationship between personal 
history and subject formation, that renders the problematic "internal colonization" of 
individuals. In relation to the cdlonial context of Hong Kong, these films may be 
,_ seen to have attempted, through the sensitivity of the directors towards history, to 
investigate the complexities of a "problematic colonial space" in their questioning 
attitude towards history as "ideal" or historical representation as "pure”. As my 
analysis has emphasized, it is precisely this questioning intellect or critique of the 
"purity" or the message ofhistory in our colonial context which renders their attitude 
towards history problematic. 
Rouge, in its articulation of a "sense ofloss", conveniently fashions a cultural 
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space of appropriating history with empathy as well as distance in the affirmation of 
identities. This affirmation of identities through the process of self-imaging history 
as a lack suggests a self-repression ofhistory. Center Stage, in articulating a Hong 
Kong identity through a meta-narrative structure, suggests how the film and the 
public willingly submit to a role of"outsider" ofhistory, despite its self-reflexiveness 
of inevitable historical ruptures. Days ofBeing Wild, in its attempt to explore the 
historicity of subject formations in the personal realm, fashions a space of collective 
appropriation offatalism for an excuse ofindifFerence and passivity towards history. 
In this light, it is rather obvious that history in our colonial context is 
ambivalent not because Hong Kong people, as colonized subjects, are deprived of 
historical consciousness through the colonial government directly suppressing our 
history. Rather, this "suppression" works in a more subtle way through the status-
quo imaginary, that over-determines the limits of our relationship with history 
through a consensual efFort to uphold the present Status-quo imaginary nurtures a 
collective and consensual efFort ofHong Kong people to internalize the reification of 
,-history as a basis of cultural identification ofHong Kong as "home". 
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Ch^ter 3 Nostalgia and the Urt>an Space 
Li Chapter 2,1 have attempted to illustrate, through the filmic space ofthree 
films, how contemporary nostalgia films can first be understood within the 
parameters of the status-quo imaginary, and hence studied in relation to unveil the 
effects of colonialism on our sense of history. The three films discussed are typical 
nostalgia films, which express the sentiment of nostalgia through a temporal retreat 
to the past. In this chapter, I shall attempt to pursue the complexities of the 
colonial experience of Hong Kong in relation to history through a study of some 
urban films produced in the 90s. The choice of these urban films rests on their use 
of old landscapes and architecture of the Hong Kong city in an unmistakably 
contemporary context. There is no attempt in these films to reconstruct "History" 
through stylized or imagined setting; rather, history is more indirectly alluded to in a 
concrete setting oflocal places in urban Hong Kong upon which traces ofthe past 
have been imprinted. 
,-
I. Nostalgia as a Critique ofIJrt)an Soace 
The films to be discussed are Chungking Express {MM0^ ,1994)by Wong 
Kar-wai ( £ ^ ® ) , He's a Woman andShe's a Man ( ^ ^ J ; ^ 1994 ) by Chan Ho-
san (陳可辛)，C'estLa Vie, Mon 0^“、新不了情’\99^) by Yee Tung-shing 彌冬 
陞）and Hc and She、姊妹情深舞、by Cheng Deng-siu (鄭丹瑞).In terms of 
themes and cinematic styles, these films demonstrate tendency to portray the fast-
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private estates, the old Chinese apartments bear indelible marks of poverty and 
decrepitude; they even stimulate associations with socially marginal professions such 
as prostitution, or the breeding ground of crime and natural disasters, as they are not 
often properly attended by estate management. Old Chinese apartments also differ 
markedly from new apartment buildings in terms of their internal installation, such as 
rooms partitioned by wooden planks instead of cemented walls, much higher ceiling, 
iron window frames instead of aluminum ones, dark corridors and lifts being 
substituted by stairways which run between no more than ten storeys. 
I see the use of diminishing landscapes and architecture in the exterior and 
interior setting in these urban films as an expression ofnostalgia towards vanishing 
landscapes and habitat in Hong Kong. This expression of nostalgia deserves 
investigation in an attempt to explore the sentiment of nostalgia in popular culture. 
Hence, the four urban films to be discussed are included in my present project, 
despite the fact that they are not nostalgia films (as those in Chapter 2) in their 
thematic concerns and temporal setting. 
^-
Another reason for my choice of urban films in relation to the contemporary 
sentiment of nostalgia in the popular film industry is that I see in these four films, and 
a lot others produced by the UFO production house, an attitude to articulate 
nostalgia towards vanishing landscapes and architecture for the sake of posing a 
critlqueXovfdsd^ the urban "metropolitan" space. I see in these films an attempt to 
analyse how the fast-changing urban space incurs problems on the actual living 
experiences of Hong Kong people. There is a strong tendency in these films, to 
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depict how urban individuals are "dis-enchanted" by the fast-changing urban space in 
terms of the problematic sense of time, dislocation, or alienation and how 
individuals respond to such experience by adjusting themselves to the changing urban 
orientation. What is interesting about these films is that they tend to incorporate 
old landscapes and architecture into their setting for the generation of a fihnic source 
of ''w-^cbantmenf of the city. "Re-enchantment" works on two levels: firstly, 
re-enchantment is realized within the referential world of the film where characters 
come up with ways to combat the dis-enchantment of the city in the setting of old 
landscapes and architecture, especially in old Chinese apartments; secondly, "re-
enchantment" is realized by the filmmakers exploring “new，, ways, as opposed to the 
universalistic claim ofthe "metropolitan image" of the urban space, to rc-image the 
city for audience perception through renovating old sites by technical or aesthetic 
means. Both levels constitute what I shall call an “urban spcctaclS" which 
concretizes the films’ attitude in their critique of the urban experience. 
^ . 
It is precisely this articulation of a critique towards the urban space of 
‘"metropolitanism" through the use of old landscapes and architecture which explains 
my choice of these urban films. What catches my attention is that this critique of 
urbanity is articulated through the expression ofnostalgia. In other words, these 
films attempt to conjure up a discourse of opposition and difference towards the 
urban space of metropolitanism through the sentiment of nostalgia. As I attempt to 
suggest throughout this project, the ambivalence of colonialism lies precisely in this 
moment of oppositionality or the striving for difference by the colonized subjects, in 
the sense that the language of opposition is precisely offered within the limits and 
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possibilities ofthe colonial enterprise. Due to the scope of this project in terms of 
examining how history ls articulated in the contemporary mode of nostalgia through 
a language of opposition that is nevertheless articulated within the limits and 
possibilities ofour unique colonial experience, these urban films are selected here for 
the examination ofthe sentiment of nostalgia in contemporary films. 
The "urban spectacle" constmcted through the use of old landscapes and 
architecture which I have mentioned is what I see as the attempt of"re-enchanting" 
the universally claimed "metropolitan" city by arresting its “particulantie^,. These 
"particularities", as I shall discuss in the following sections, are realized in the films 
through the use of"nostalgia setting" of the city, specifically old Chinese apartments, 
along several lines of representation. Firstly, the old Chinese apartments are 
constructed as a highly individualized and privatized space where individuals resort 
to as a psychological combat against the "dis-enchantment" of the city. Secondly, 
these old nostalgic spaces are used to constitute a "historical sense" of the fast-
changing urban landscape. Thirdly, old Chinese apartments are represented as the 
‘dwelling space that "house" socially marginal groups, whose experiences build up 
"alternative stories" ofthe grand narrative of the "metropoUtan" city. Lastly, these 
old Chinese apartments are at times renovated through highly urban and modem 
tastes or film language that display individual creativity, which contrasts with the 
standardization of architectural design in metropolitan Hong Kong. These 
strategies of representing old Chinese apartments can at times be found all present in 
a particular film, or at times one or two of which are present. 
/ • 
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The "particularities" of the city as configured by these films through the use 
of bld Chinese apartments are articulated within the limits of the urban status-quo 
imaginary, despite their functions as critique of urbanity, upon which the films may 
have initially endowed. Anthony King, in Rethinking Colonialism, suggests about 
how the constitutive elements of colonialism should be conceptualized in relation to 
discourses of the city in colonial setting. He suggests that the investigation of 
colonialism would require a method of analysis that has to be "sensitive to both the 
universalizing and the particular, not least because the universalizing stance 
generally (though not necessarily) privileges the accounts of the colonizer at the 
expense ofthe colonized, while the particular hypothetically achieves the oppositd' 
(emphasis added) O^ng 1991:347). But rather, the constitutive elements of 
colonialism in relation to the sense of place have to be understood in terms of the 
material conditions in which "particularities" are evoked and seen as such. King's 
methodological framework of ''environmental hermeneutici^ precisely works 
towards the unveiling of the complexities of colonialism in relation to the sense of 
place. He claims, "[environmental hermeneutics] is about the social, political and 
‘geographical conditions under which meanings are invented, the place where this 
takes place, the material conditions which allow some meanings and interpretations 
to surface, be articulated, and circulate, while other meanings are forever silenced" 
(emphasis added) (King 1991:334). Assimilating King's far-sighted remarks into 
the colonial context ofHong Kong, the "particularities" of the city as depicted by the 
films and seen in contrast to the "universal" claims of metropolitanism would have to 
be understood as that which the material condition of our status-quo imaginary 
brings into being. This is because, as I shall go on to argue in detail, the sources of 
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"re-enchantment" reinforced by the filmic arrest of "particularities" are realized 
paradoxically within the affirmation ofthe status-quo imaginary. 
The question thus derived would then be: H0w2st these filmic sources of re-
enchantment articulated within the parameters of status-quo imaginary? I shall argue 
that it is precisely in the use of old landscapes and sites that the status-quo imaginary 
is reaffirmed; it is through the imaging of old landscapes and architecture as reifled 
spatial constructs that the articulation of nostalgia is achieved. These reified 
spatial constructs are used by the films to constitute an "urban spectacle" of 
"particularities" that speak from the metanarrative of status-quo. 
In the following sections, I shall thus attempt to analyse how this reification 
of history (old landscapes and architecture) is evident in the four films selected for 
study. Discussion shall be carried out through firstly, examining how the setting of 
old Chinese apartments is manipulated to constitute an "urban spectacle’，of 
"particularities" for the purpose of conjuring up a discourse of opposition and 
“critique towards the urban city; secondly, we shall see how this discourse of 
opposition conjured up by the "urban spectacle" registers a reification of history, 
which sheds light upon how the strive for particularity and difference in these re-
imaging of the city is in fact embedded within the parameters of the status-quo 
imaginary. By such, it is hoped that the effects of colonialism in relation to history 




. . 一 
n. Chungking Express 
Chunking Express is directed by Wong Kar-wai, whose credits and 
popularity among the general public obviously outweigh that of Wong's previous 
works such as As Tears Go 丑丫脏角卡門,1988), Days ofBeing Wild2ind his later 
works such as Ashes of Times (^東邪西毒,\994) and Fallen Angels、墮落天 
然1996). Its popularity lies in its more obvious "commercial" nature in terms of 
assimilating Wong's familiar motifs of memory, time and individual neurosis into a 
more light-hearted, playful and comic framework. The film's attempt to articulate 
the increasingly "ungraspable" nature of the fast-changing urban space also accounts 
for its widening ofidentification basis for the urban population ofHong Kong. 
In terms ofboth thematic and spatial concerns, I see in Chungking Express an 
effort by Wong to articulate a critique of the urban city of Hong Kong. On the 
thematic level, Wong resorts again to the neurotic self-deception of fragile 
»•-
individuals, who have to adjust emotionally to the discomfitures of urban life through 
numerous ways of self-actualizing themselves. On the spatial level, Wong 
constructs a filmic space in which "contemporariness" and "pastness" traverse and 
crisis-cross each other, in part through cinematographic techniques and in part 
through the unique depiction of old landscapes and architecture. The filmic space 
poses a critique towards the city by configuring the indeterminate zone of 
"contemporariness" and “pastness，’ of old Chinese apartment as the source of "re-
enchantment" for individuals towards the discomfitures of city life. 
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It is essential to locate, before discussion of the film, the specific object of 
critique towards the city that the film poses, by examining how our urban space has 
developed and affected our ways of perception and identification with the city in the 
90s. Ackbar Abbas has insightfully conceptualized the problematic of the urban 
space in terms of Hong Kong people's apprehension of the city. In "Building on 
Disappearance: Hong Kong Architecture and the City，’，he describes the culture of 
Hong Kong as a “space of disappearancd' which can be accounted for by how the 
fast-changing urban space is very much "incomprehensible", in terms of a new sense 
oftime and space it produces. In one instance, he accounts for this "disappearance" 
of the urban space by seeing how rapid changes have affected our sense of time. He 
applies the experience described by Gianni Vattimo - the “end ofhistory, - to the 
context of Hong Kong. Abbas claims that the urban space has produced a 
"situation where progress becomes routine, but does not imply that progress has 
been absorbed or understood"(1997:75). He sees such routinization as a 
"weakening of the sense of chronology, ofhistorical sequentiality, so that ‘old’ and 
‘ ‘new’ are easily contemporaneous with each other, and ‘continuities，and 
-discontinuities' can exist side by side, without being integrated' (1997:75). It is 
spatial practices and urban development which account for this weakening sense of 
history; in Abbas's words, "...the space of Hong Kong is a space of ‘uneven 
development' in a specific sense: it is a space traversed by different times and speeds, 
where change has no clear direction but is experienced as a series of anticipations 
and residues thatjostle each other for position” (1997:75). 
129 
The loss ofhistorical sequentiality resulted from the routinization of changes 
in the always "new" urban space ofHong Kong is precisely what I see as the object 
ofcritique towards the contemporary city in the 90s as posed by ChungklngExpress. 
Li the following, I shall attempt to discuss how this critique is posed by the film 
through the use of old Chinese apartment. 
Old Chinese Apartment as Site of"Re~^nchantment” 
Chungking Express is composed of two narratives, the latter one being more 
dominant in terms ofproportion. Old Chinese apartment in the film is used mainly 
in the second part; with respect to my investigation of "nostalgia-charged" setting, I 
shall focus mainly on the second narrative of the film. 
I see the particular ways in which old Chinese apartment is "imaged" by the 
film to be Wong's attempt to use old landscapes to generate a filmic source of urban 
'"re-enchantment". Wong attempts to interrogate how the accompanying effects of 
the fast-changing urban space, in terms of routinization of changes and 
problematization of time, materialize themselves in the personal realm of human 
interaction in our urban life. In relation to human interaction, the fast-changing city 
is interpreted by the film as that which produces ever-shifting, unpredictable changes 
in human interaction, which de-stabilizes any possibility of long-term commitment 
and erecting durable memories, hence resulting in the sense of psychological "lack" 
among the urban individuals. This tendency of seeing change as the most 
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'huichanging'* element in human interaction is also seen as a cause to de-sensitlzation 
in human encounter, in which individuals routinizes a "meet and part" formula. 
. .• • • 
These problems in human interaction are consequently addressed by providing 
alternative ways through which "dis-enchantment" in urban "routines" of human 
interaction may be psychologically overcome. This is done by the film through the 
evocation ofaltemative values oflifestyles realized'm old Chinese apartments. 
The two main characters in the second narrative of the film are depicted as 
individuals who want to "capture" something for themselves amidst fleeting human 
relationships. Both characters attempt to undertake a psychological combat against 
uncertainties, changes and the draining of sensitivities together with the capacity of 
building up one's memories that fleeting unpredictablities of the city incur upon them. 
To serve the purpose of self-actualization attempted by the characters, old Chinese 
apartment is used in the film to create a highly privatized and individualized space. 
This privatized and individualized space serves as a source of"re-chantment" 
' f o r the characters where they practice a peculiar sort of ''inward hewisnT. 
PoUceman 663, whose air-stewardess girlfriend has just left him, tries to overcome 
the loss of love inside his apartment through absurdly talking to objects. This 
humorous scene is depicted by having policeman 663, dressed only in underwear in 
his private space, murmur in affectionate tone to towel, soft toy, soap, the air-
stewardess's uniform and tin food. He repeats talking to these memorable objects 
of his, on which he and his ex-girlfriend have imprinted sweet memories when they 
were still together. This gesture of 663 may be seen as his attempt to erect 
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memories 'm his state ofloss, i.e "when everything is always changing and uncertain, 
memory is all that one can get hold of’，a familiar motif ofWong Kar-wai's works. 
Yet, his "personification" of these objects (by talking to them as if they were 
communicative human agents) is not onfydL nostalgic indulgence. It is also directed 
to a light-hearted self-mockery, as he talks to a piece of soaked soap, "You are 
getting fat. How can you give yourself away, even if she is gone?，’. By talking to 
objects, he in fact constantly reminds himself to pull himself together. Hence, the 
objects do not only provide a cocooned buffet zone for memory, but also a trigger 
point to emerge from indulgence and a down-trodden state. By such, memories 
become a means of self-actualization through firstly, something that he could 
"capture" in the face ofloss and secondly, a transition from anxiety to anticipation of 
self-transformation. As the film unfolds, a shop-assistant girl later creeps into the 
life of policeman 663, who then decides one day to pack all these objects of 
memories into a sealed box to be put aside, in preparation for another start. 
Memories are hence “consumed, and subsequently “disposed' of. The use of 
objects as fetish of one's neurotic state in Chungking Express constitutes a more 
‘"constructive" bearing towards problems of selfhood than that in Wong's other films, 
such as Days ofBeing Wildov Ashes oftime, where fetishism implies the indulgence 
and incapability ofindividuals to break off from the pain of the past, in trying to get 
hold of objects of memories in the face ofloss. 
Old Chinese apartment is thus used as the symbolic construct of a site of^‘re-
enchantment\ where 663 aspires to a highly privatized and individualized space for 
the praxis of his “inwardheroisnT of self-defense and self-transformation, through 
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the erection and subsequent disposal of memories. The representation of old 
Chinese apartments as a space of "re-enchantment" where memories are erected and 
manipulated as means of self-actualization can thus be seen as the film's positing a 
critique against the fast-changing urban space. If any long-term relationship is 
destabilized by the unpredictabilites and fast-changing nature of the urban space, 
then individuals could resort to memoryreconstruction to psychologically overcome 
such sense of loss and head for a new start. In relation to the loss of historical 
sequentiality which the urban space produces, the film hence provides an alternative 
way through which one can "capture" something from the ruins of loss and "map" 
one's own "story". Abbas describes the loss of historical sequentiality as a state 
which produces achronicity. He claims that the Hong Kong urban space, as 
traversed by different times and speeds due to its uneven development, is an example 
of achronicitiy, a state "where past and present disappear in each other" (1997: 76). 
Achronicity of our urban space registers, hence, not only a violation of chronology, 
but a total annihilation of the sense of time. To use Abbas's term, 663's attempt to 
erect and subsequently to dispose of his memories as pillars of self-actualization may 
“thus be seen as his will to establish temporal markers amidst “achronicitief, by 
reaffirming his past and subsequently heading for a transition from the present 
down-trodden state to one of future anticipation. Old Chinese apartment is thus 
depicted as a site of "re-enchantment" towards the annihilation of time by the urban 
space, through being imaged by the film as a highly privatized and individualized 
space that allows for memories to function as a psychological combat, and a 
realization of ''inwardheroisni'. 
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Another type of "inward heroism" of privatized space is practised by the 
shop-assistant girl, who every day secretly slips into the apartment of policeman 663 
whom she fantasizes for, to clean and tidy up his place. She by and by rearranges 
different items in the household, such as bedding, soft toy, slippers, goldfish, clothing, 
etc by new items of her choice. Love sentiments are invested in the physical space 
in which the man dwells, instead of the man himself. This is another instance of 
inward "heroism", which is achieved through a "spatialization" of feelings. By 
constituting a private space of her own in the apartment of 663 in the daytime when 
he is out on beat, she manages to self-actualize herself through aspiring to an image 
of a “(pseudo)lover without risk", which is what a cowardly non-commitment 
attitude could ask for. "Spatialized" feelings of love serve to be more "protective" 
in the state of love being unrealized than being realized, hence, her final refusal to 
accept the date which her dream lover proposes. 
If unpredictabilities and loss characterize the nature ofhuman relationships in 
the fast-changing urban life, then the best psychological defense would be to 
''eliminate any possibility of intimacy. Hence, "spatial investment，，as undertaken by 
the girl may be seen as her "inward heroism" to defend herself against changes. 
Whereas "spatial investment" may be apprehended as a cowardly non-committed 
attitude in alienated human relationships of urban individuals, the film sees it as a 
source of "re-enchantment". In relation to one's experience of time, the act of 
"spatial investment" can be read as an attempt of individual to experience time on 
one's terms. By stealing a "slice of time" every day without anybody's knowing 
and engaging herself in establishing imaginary links with the man she fantasizes for， 
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the girl actively creates "desirable" moments for herself. In other words, by 
projecting her love sentiments onto the "place", she manages to arrest, to "freeze" 
some desirably created moments for herself . By self-actualizing oneself in the 
present other than in any anticipation of the future, the act of "spatial investment" 
defers time, in actively postponing and delaying the possibility of any realization, or 
fruition of affective relationships. If urban individuals have already been de-
sensitized by the urban "routine" of "meet and part" formula in human encounter, 
then what can be more exhilarating and "re-enchanting" than resorting to creative, 
imaginative self-intuition and deferment of time? By deferring the possibility of love 
fruition and indulging in acts which outsiders may consider weird, the girl indeed 
accumulates for herself an always "fresh" experience of an eternally hidden "lover" 
that won't fall into the trap of urban "routine" in terms of affective relationships. In 
this light, a highly privatized space in the old Chinese apartment for “spatial 
investment" can be interpreted as a disavowal against urban life. The disavowal is 
targeted against the effects of routinization of changes and loss of historical 
sequentiality, and established through the projection of individualistic pursuits of 
''self-intuiting the presentmomQni in creative and imaginative ways. 
Until now, I have attempted to discuss how the film poses a critique of the 
urban city through alternative values of lifestyles realized in a highly privatized, 
individualized space of old Chinese apartment. Hence, contrary to universalistic 
claim of metropolitanism, or cross-cultural image ofHong Kong, the film configures 
the city from a highly individualized perspective. In fact, there hasn't been any 
explicit filmic gestures to capture a "totalized" identity of the Hong Kong city, 
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because the city visually appears in the film mostly in short oblique shots that 
indirectly allude to the flux of the urban space. The city is arrested in the form of 
"visual fragments" (see Abbas 1997:54)，through the use of rapid jump cuts, blurred 
shots, and rapid motion shots. By shifting the attention from simply depicting the 
physically overwhelming presence of the modern city to examining how the 
problematic of the urban space materializes themselves in the lives of urban dwellers, 
Chungking Express successfully captures the fabric of the urban Hong Kong. Its 
"urban" feature precisely lies in its incorporation of the flux of urban life into its 
narrative situation, to which characters manage to adjust themselves emotionally and 
psychologically in overcoming anxiety. Through the use of old Chinese apartment, 
the film re-images the city through individualized sensibilities. 
The “Urban Spectacld, — Old Chinese Apartment as Reified Spatial Construct 
i. Tbe Traversed Space of "ContGmporarmess"and 'Vastness" 
Seen from another perspective, this unique re-imaging of the city 
accomplished through the particular manipulation of old Chinese apartment may be 
understood as a discourse of difference and particularity which the film constructs, 
in relation to city identification. However, as I have pointed out earlier, it is precisely 
the language of difference or opposition articulated by popular cultural texts which 
should be seen as a product of the intertwined material conditions in a specific stage 
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of the colonial process. As Anthony King has foregrounded, the constitutive 
elements of colonialism should have to be grasped by being sensitive to both the 
“universal, and the ''particulaf, not because "the universalizing stance generally 
(though not necessarily) privileges the accounts ofthe colonizer at the expense of the 
colonized, while the particular hypothetically achieves the opposite." But rather, by 
looking at "the historical, political and cultural contexts in which [colonialism] has 
been defined and understood" (King 1991:347). In this light, the specific city 
discourse of difference and particularity which Chungking Express evoked by the 
spatial metaphor of old Chinese apartment as a site of "re-enchantment: in terms of 
individualized sensibilities, has to be put under scrutiny as regards how this 
difference-producing relation is reinforced. In the following, I shall discuss how the 
system of differentiation of the "universal" and "particular" constituted through the 
spatial metaphor of old Chinese apartment is derived from a reiflcation ofhistory, of 
old landscapes and architecture. 
This reification of history as I perceive in the filmic space of Chungking 
''Express can be seen in its construction of an “urban spectacld' through the 
manipulation of old landscapes and architecture. What I refer to as an "urban 
spectacle" in this discussion shall be explained in the following with an outline of its 
features. 
The first feature of an "urban spectacle" is the spectacularization of 
"pastness". This is done by "remolding" old landscapes and architecture such as 
old Chinese apartment through highly stylized and dynamic visual language. This 
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constitutes a traversed space of "'contemporannes^' and ''pastnes§\ What is 
essential to note in the depiction of old Chinese apartment is director Wong's use of 
highly stylistic visual techniques. Through rapid editing, hand-held camera 
movement, jump cuts, and the insertion of the motif song "California Dreaming", the 
film projects almost a MTV imaging and "remolding" of old Chinese apartment. 
These visual techniques are not only intended for purely aesthetic effects, but they 
are intertwined with the psychological make-up of individuals searching for "re-
enchantment" through self-actualization in their privatized space. The best 
instances of these visual techniques in the depiction of old Chinese apartment are the 
different episodes when the shop-assistant girl slips into the apartment of policeman 
663 and engages herself in seeking self-fulfillment, by constantly exploring and 
discovering minute details in the private life of the man she fantasizes for. Wong 
resorts to hand-held camera that follows the dynamic, mobile bodily movements of 
the girl to capture her state of exhilaration in the background music of "California 
Dreaming，，. Wong also uses alternate high and low angle shooting to heighten the 
sense of mobility of the girl. What ordinary people may see as weird, non-sensible 
'-and agitating, this act of "spatial investment" of love by intruding into the apartment 
of the fantasized someone is exemplified through visual techniques exploring a 
dynamic, imaginative act of secret love. It is interesting here to see the contrast this 
privatized space of exhilaration, captured through a dynamic and up-beat rhythmic 
filmic language of depicting interior locales with the large-scale construction of 
sophisticated outdoor set as the celebration of city affluence in many other urban 
films of the 80s. Chungking Express demonstrates a markedly inward tum of the 
setting in its conceptualization of urban life. In this second narrative of Chungking 
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Express, the major force and tension of characters as well as of the plot are built 
upon activities of characters situated in interior locales, such as fast-food shop and 
the apartment of policeman 663. What is note worthy in this inward tum is that it is 
accompanied with a highly contemporary visual language ofMTV, that aesthetically 
transforms urban squalor (old Chinese apartment) into a delight to the eyes, and 
projects individualistic feelings of alienation and distance of urban dwellers into the 
experience of a strangely new hallucinatory exhilaration. Hence, as compared to 
the filmic space of many urban films in the 80s that depicts obvious signs of affluence 
in the progress of modernity in urban landscape, Chungking Express conceptualizes 
the city in terms of an "inward" individualized space, traversed by 
“contemporarinesf and ''pastnes^\ It is this imagistic "remolding" of old 
landscapes and architecture of the city through a contemporary visual language that 
registers the construction of an “urban spectacld'. This “urban spectacld\ as 
issued forth by the spectacularization ot'pastnes^\ can be seen as a filmic strategy 
to invoke a discourse of difference and particularity of the Hong Kong city. 
Difference and particularity are constituted in terms of conceptualizing the city as an 
''embodiment of sensibilities, individuality, creativity and a sense of "pastness", all 
realized within "interior locales", as opposed to the functionalist, impersonal, statist 
concepts of"modern" and "advance" inscribed in the social and economic impetus of 
the capitalist city ofHong Kong. 
The spectacularization of old landscapes achieved by the present hi-tech 
visual film language is what I see as an instance in which old landscapes become 
reified spatial constructs through aesthetic means. It is essential to note that old 
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cityscapes such as old Chinese apartments are used in the film without any regard for 
their social, geographical, historical and cultural significance in relation to the 
contemporary spatial politics of urban development and planning. Nor are they 
used to serve as realistic indicators of the social background of characters or the film. 
Compared with some "typical" realist urban films such as Fu-Du-Men、虎度門,\996) 
by Shu-kei (舒琪)，Summer Snow {^A^+A99S) by Ann Hui (許鞍華)，Caged 
People (籠届,1993) by Jacob Cheung (張之亮），etc, in which old Chinese 
apartments are used as functional symbolic "carriers" of certain social values that 
come into tension with the contemporary society, old Chinese apartment in 
Chungking Express is used irrespective of its historical and social interaction with 
the present. Rather, it is only their signs of decrepitude and out-datedness (as seen 
in their interior installation and exterior environment) which are aesthetically 
manipulated to carry a vague sense of “pastness”. In other words, old Chinese 
apartments are “ decontextualized' from their inherent geographical, historical and 
social significances which are still presently interacting with the urban city, for the 
generation of aesthetic effects that speak to the psychological make-up, rather than 
••-
social background, of the characters. 
The fact that old landscapes and architecture are reified by filmic aesthetics 
that “ decontextualize§' them from their social and historical significances registers 
the film's choice of nostalgia setting to depict contemporariness. In Chungking 
Express, there is no explicit expression of the sentiment of nostalgia towards old 
Chinese apartment. Unlike many of the urban films produced by UFO production 
house, which I will discuss later, Chungking Express has never intended to portray 
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old Chinese apartment in order to "enshrine" past lifestyles, customs, or nautre of 
human interaction in the traditional context ofHong Kong. Rather, only a tinge of 
"pastness" of old Chinese apartment is manipulated by the film to construct an 
"urban spectacle" that may serve to "re-enchant" the city with a unique "flavour" of 
"particularities". I would say that the manipulation of nostalgia setting as 
demonstrated in Chungking Express unveils an interesting feature of the 
contemporary mode of nostalgia as far as urban films are concerned. Old 
landscapes and architecture are used only to constitute an image of"pastness" meant 
for visual consumption. Their "function" as setting in urban films is paradoxically 
dependent upon how their sense of "pastness" can be aesthetically manipulated, 
through the contemporary advanced film language and technology, to produce a 
visual dominance. 
It is thus not difficult to see how it is within the limits of urban status-quo 
imaginary, here realized in terms of the contemporary advanced film language and 
technology, that the "particularities" of city are evoked through nostalgia setting. 
''What is foregrounded is the power ofthe visualu^on which "history" relies to find 
its articulation. I am not suggesting that all filmic representation of old landscapes 
should go for an "archaeology" of some sort. However, if these old landscapes 
have to rely upon the power of the visual in order to serve as a source of "re-
enchantment" of the fast-changing city, then this particular spatial representation in 
Chungking Express would be as problematic as the fast-changing urban space in 
relation to the audience/public. Abbas has described how the urban space in Hong 
Kong, especially in terms ofits architecture, draws upon “the authority of the visuaP. 
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He has remarked that the urban space of Hong Kong, particularly in terms of 
architecture such as high-rise buildings in Central, constitutes a spatial discourse of 
''monumentality' and a dominance of visuality which "constructs a visual space that 
to a large extent resists critical dismantling" (Abbas 1997:64). It encourages 
unreflective visual consumption from the viewing subject "caught in gaze". He also 
suggests how Lan Kwei Fong, an area which is situated in the hilly side and less 
accessible part of Central, turns out to be an anonymous urban vernacular. The 
picturesque aspects of the area, renovated according to American and European 
styles that co-existWiih. "local flavour" of flower stalls and street cobblers, have been 
manipulated by commercial interests to invoke a "hip and arty" feel for young urban 
professional. Abbas claims that Lan Kwei Fong "turns out to be just a variant of 
the dominant theme of capitaV (emphasis added) (Abbas 1997:88). He uses 
Sharon Zukin's description that "the plain Vernacular，is appropriated by capital and 
transformed into desirable 'landscape'. But this process of transformation is 
entirely determined by commercialism and is ultimately indifferent to the urban 
vernacular at large, which remains untransformed by this example" (Abbas 1997:88). 
“Abbas's conclusion is then that "Hong Kong architecture still tends to draw very 
much upon the authority of the visual. When it comes to the question of self-
definition, it understands only the false image of power" (emphasis added) (Abbas 
1997:144). 
Abbas's analysis of the urban space of Hong Kong as a reliance on visual 
authority that "masks" the logic of capital may illuminate my analysis of the 
traversed space of "contemporariness" and "pastness" in Chungking Express. The 
� 
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use of old Chinese apartment for the proliferation of an "image" of city 
"particularities" in the film can thus be understood as how it is the logic of capitalist 
imperative, manifested here as the strive for "progress" (transforming urban squalor 
into aesthetic delight). What can be derived from such understanding is thus that 
the filmic discourse of the city in Chungking Express reinforces the loss ofhistorical 
sequentiality which the urban space has incurred upon the public, in terms of its 
reliance on visual authority and the logic of capitalist imperative of"progress", which 
renders history (old cityscapes) anonymous and characterless in relation to the 
contemporary urban environment, other than being a visual consumption. Hence, 
the spatial metaphor of old Chinese apartment as site of "re-enchantment", 
nonetheless reinforces, the problematic of the urban space in relation to the public by 
asserting a "can do" power of the image. It is hence through the film's reif!cation 
ofhistory, in terms of projecting present desires of "progress" and affirmation of 
what our urban status-quo "can do" to the past (old landscapes), that Chungking 
Express evokes a discourse of difference and particularity of the city within the limits 
of urban status-quo imaginary. 
f - . 
ii. Tbe "Openess" ofOJd Chinese Apartment 
Another feature of "urban spectacle" in Chungking Express constituted 
through the use of old landscapes is the exemplification of"chance". 
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There are many carefully worked out details in the film which convey the 
element of "chance" in urban life, as the determining factor of human encounter. 
There are a lot of short oblique shots in the film in which the five characters in the 
film, including a young man called Wu and a blonde-wigged woman in the first 
narrative of the film, are drawn together by “chance” without one another's knowing. 
For instance, when the blonde-wigged woman in the first narrative appears in the 
airport to embark on her trip of smuggling, the air-stewardess (the ex-girlfriend of 
policeman 663) is just about to leave after her plane landed; when Wu is mesmerized 
in his monologues lamenting the loss of love, we see policeman 663 on his beat 
walking past on the bridge, when the blonde-wigged woman stops by a toy shop, we 
see the shop-assistant girl leaving the toy shop with a huge soft toy, etc. What is 
implicated in these short oblique shots of"networked" relationships in the urban city 
through an omnipotent point of view is that, it is "chance" which over-determines the 
possibility of intimacy between two strangers, though everyone may have the chance 
to come to each other as close to “0.01cm，’ every day. 
'' These short oblique shots that present "networked" relationships of urban 
individuals through an omnipotent point of view foregrounds how "chance" works in 
human encounter in a hyperdense city space. However, I think that these oblique 
shots that depict individuals walking or wandering in the city, who rub shoulders 
with strangers that may one day become friends, are stylistic, flimsily gestured 
images. It is in the particular imaging of old Chinese apartment which I think that 
the element of"chance" is best exemplified. 
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The old Chinese apartment of 663 is depicted as an individualized space 
where both 663 and the shop-assistant girl realize an "inward heroism" for self-
transformation and self-defense against changes. However, it is interesting to note 
that this individualized space realized in the particular apartment is simultaneously 
subject to outside stimuli incurred by "chance". While 663 still suffers from the loss 
of love, his private space of "memory indulgence" is "intruded", due to his chance 
encounter with the girl. The girl then slips into his apartment during the daytime 
and throws away those objects of his obsession. On the other hand, the privatized 
"spatial investment" of the girl in the apartment of 663 is also one day finally 
discovered by 663 who coincidentally arrives home at unexpected hours. The 
result of these chance "encounters" and "discoveries" is that both characters embark 
on a new "vocation". 663 is "drawn out" from his cocooned buffet zone and heads 
for a possibility of a new relationship with the girl by proposing a date, and 
subsequently packs away all those objects of memories. The girl, on the other hand, 
heads for the real "California", a place which is earlier hinted to be somewhere she 
wants to go after saving up enough money, when she sees the possibility of 
'-realization of their ambiguous relationship. Seen from another perspective, the old 
Chinese apartment of 663 serves as a temporary, transitional psychological habitat, 
which is "disposed" after "consumption" by both characters who actively respond 
to the array ofpossibilities that "chance" offers . 
Old Chinese apartment is hence depicted as a site of "re-enchantment" by the 
film not only in terms of its functioning as an enclosed, individualized space. It is 




the external stimuli of "chances". These external stimuli of "chances" enrich 
individuals with always new bombardment in experiences and possibilities of 
adventures and changes, if individuals choose to respond to them. I have 
mentioned earlier that the film depicts the element of "chance" in urban life also by 
multiple oblique shots of "networked" human relationships. What is implicit in the 
film's attitude towards the city is that the hyperdense city space, despite its 
discomfitures, nurtures positive possibilities of chance encounter of strangers. If 
the fast-changing urban space has produced a sense of dislocation in urban dwellers, 
then the film poses an alternative way of envisaging the city with a positive attitude. 
It is precisely the unlikely possibility to establish any permanent psychological 
fixation/habitat due to the working of "chance", which the film sees as a state of 
existence in urban city that favourably prepares individuals in becoming highly 
mobileXo the array of possibilities of self-transformation. 
Juxtaposing this feature of the "urban spectacle" of “chance，，with the highly 
privatized and individualized space of "inward heroism", which I have discussed 
“earlier, it is interesting to see the film's configuration of the urban space. The city is 
configured as being embracive of egalitarian and flexible individual impulses, 
individuals could self-actualize themselves either by being "inert" in a narcissistic 
space of one's own, or by actively responding to external stimuli and new 
bombardments, wheneveroxsQ desires. The "re-enchantment" of the city is seen not 
to be derived from the search of an “anti-urbaiT utopia for escape that is located 
"out" of the city. Rather, this utopia is precisely realized within the city, where 
individuals could choose to be temporarily "inert" and at times emerge from the 
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cocooned buffet zone to become "networked" with the convergence of human 
encounters. So we see 663 emerging from his indulgence in objects of memories 
and proposes a date to the girl, heading for a new start. We also see how the girl 
chooses to be shut off from the "interaction network" as desired, in her final 
withdrawal from commitment. This also explains why the use of old landscapes or 
architecture in Chungking Express is /70,characterized by a sentiment of nostalgia or 
loss in its use as a site of city "re-enchantment". What is interesting in this 
configuration of the city as an array of egalitarian and flexible individual 
appropriation is that it diffuses the binary opposite of seeing "re-enchantment" as 
necessarily coming from “out” of the city through a flight into the inward space of 
oneself, and "dis-enchantment" from the state of one being compulsively drawn 
"out" of individualized space and having to survive humbly "in" the city. What is 
implicated by the film is that city "re-enchantment" is precisely realized on the 
dialectics and tension of one being caught simultaneously "in" and "out" of the 
"room of one's own". 
'" Chungking Express demonstrates a great difference in its configuration of the 
city from that of the urban films, say, of the 70s, when the fast-changing urban space 
was then viewed as a "cage" unfavourable to individual fulfillment and distortion of 
individual search for a "true self，. The "in" and "out" were in persistent 
incompatibility then. Here, the positive and optimistic qualities of "chance" 
dissolve such incompatibility. Old Chinese apartment is hence used not for the 
purpose of "recalling" traditional lifestyles to constitute an "anti-urban" utopia, but 
for the purpose of serving as a transition of urban individuals in their constant 
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process of mobility. Mobility here does not refer to the sense of physical mobility 
in a hyperdense city space, but in the sense of individuals' ever-shifting 
psychological flxation!habitat 
In fact, this "openness" of old Chinese apartment is also "physically" imaged 
by the film through the specific geographical features of that particular apartment 
chosen as the setting. The physical landscape of that apartment of 663 speaks to 
this "openness" of the place. The apartment that is chosen by the film to serve as 
the dwelling place of 663 is located in one of the side slopes of Sheung Wan. The 
apartment is located just next to the great hillside escalator, which runs from the 
downhill of Sheung Wan to the mid-level settlements. What is interesting about the 
apartment in terms of its geographical landscape is its closeness to the moving 
escalator, and the distance between the people ascending or descending the slope 
outside and the window is almost within arm's length. There are numerous 
episodes in the film in which the shop-assistant girl or 663, while descending the 
escalator, are shot by the camera positioned inside the apartment. There are also 
''other instances in which the activities of these characters in the apartment are shot 
from the escalator outside the house. There are interesting episodes when the girl, 
who is in the apartment of 663，sees 663 passes by the window while descending the 
escalator. She then calls him and immediately crouches to escape his sight ( See 
Appendix I and II). Metaphorically speaking, the physical landscape in which the 
apartment is situated serves to reinforce the symbolic "openness" of the old Chinese 
apartment. Chances and coincidences of human encounter in the city are as 
dynamic as the view "outside the window", which is a constantly moving "scene" to 
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which individuals located inside may choose to respond, interact or simply let pass. 
It is this positive nature of "chance" foregrounded by the spatial metaphor of 
old Chinese apartment in the film that signifies an urban discourse which is operated 
on the basis of，borrowing Abbas's term, seeing "placelessness" and "timelessness" 
as the pre-requisite of identity praxis paradoxically rooted in eliminating any need of 
stable identities (see Abbas 1997:76). "Placelessness" is celebrated by the film's 
depiction of old Chinese apartment as "open" to outside stimuli of chances that 
constantly transform its psychological relationship and meaning to the people inside, 
as well as the celebration of egalitarian flexibilities for individuals to freely choose to 
be "in" or "out" of the city when desired. "Timelessness" is foregrounded through 
the random and chanced conjuncture of strangers, an interaction in which the past of 
individuals, or any future anticipation of fmition ofhuman interaction is unnecessary, 
like what 663 and the girl do in the former jumping to embrace new possibilities of 
chance even with little knowing about the girl and the latter eliminating any further 
development of intimacy respectively. 
, • • 
It is precisely this feature of "chance" of the urban spectacle constructed by 
Chungking Express, that I see as the loss of historical sequentiality which is 
registered by the film in the personal realm. The "urban spectacle" as evoked 
through the working of “chance，’ and the egalitarian individual preferences 
foregrounds "placenessness" and "timelessness" as the pre-requisites of identity 
praxis in terms of eliminating any need of stable identities. In relation to individual 
existence, to identify with "chance" serves to assume in imagination the 
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"perfection" of coincidences. "Chance" serves to eliminate the need of any long-
term investment and commitment, but investing the present conjuncture almost with 
a "mystic" force derived from "somewhere" . As noted by Jean Baudrillard in Fatal 
Strategies, the belief in "chance" as the over-determining factor of human 
experiences reinforces an attitude of indifference and irresponsibility. "Creating 
chance, so that people can play and believe in fortune and misfortune, which lessens 
their guilt...The vital importance of this belief in the possibility of the purely 
accidental occurrence, which would therefore be insignificant, indifferent and 
irresponsible!" (Baudrillard 1990:148). He hence sees "chance" as a willed 
“strategy' that "we adopt to neutralize an event or attenuate its efFect...that 
remove[s] the responsibility from us, and which, in fact, absolve us from whatever 
the event contain of a profoundly seductive nature" (emphasis added) (Baudrillard 
1990:160). What is implicated in mystifying "chance" is hence individuals' attitude 
of irresponsibility and gradually seeing experiences as insignificant. Thus, in 
Chungking Express, we see the elimination of the need of any "past" history or 
"future" anticipation in personal interaction and the seeing of the "present" as a 
'-"void" which is disconnected with history. To foreground "chance" as a source of 
"re-enchantment" in urban life implies that the critique of urbanity is used only for a 
justification of an existentialist framework of viewing the "present" as a "joyable" 
event of self-actualization, as witnessed in what policeman 663 and the shop-
assistant girl do in their privatized space respectively by building defense against 
neurosis through objects of fetish or resorting to self-intuiting time on one's own 
imaginative and creative terms. What is registered behind such impetus of self-
constitution is an attitude of indifference and irresponsibility. If urban individuals 
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lose the sense of one's "historical sequentiality" in a fast-changing urban space, what 
can be more self-defeating if the strategy that comes up to cope with this "dis-
enchantment" is a reification of one's experiences and history into a magic and 
mystified "void", derived from nowhere and heading for nowhere? 
Old Chinese Apartment -— An Expression ofNostaIgia? 
I have so far discussed Chungking Express in terms of its critique of the 
urban space, and how those moments of "re-enchantment" as offered by its urban 
spectacle registers nevertheless a reification of history both on the level of filmic 
practices and on that of the personal. I shall now briefly conclude by mediating this 
reification of history with the hegemonic thinking of the status-quo imaginary that 
characterizes our unique colonial experience discussed earlier. 
'- The visual spectacularization of old cityscapes, on one hand, 
"decontextualizes" the past landscapes of the city from their historical and social 
context; on the other, it reaffirms the logic of capitalist imperatives of progress, 
technology advancement as a source of"re-enchanting" the urban experience. Both 
effects can be understood as the inscription of the status-quo imaginary in socio-
symbolic process of filmic practices. The celebration of "chance" as the source of 
city diversity reinforces an existentialist framework that places the present as the 
pillarstone of self-actualization, which further reinforces the problematic of the loss 
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of historical sequentiality that our urban space has incurred upon us. In this light, 
the use of nostalgia-charged setting such as old Chinese apartment, which has 
become such a popular phenomenon in many of the urban films in the 90s, can be 
manipulated for the understanding of certain characteristics of the contemporary 
mode of nostalgia. As a response to the sense of crisis, frustration and despair 
towards political uncertainties ofHong Kong, nostalgia functions to externalize crisis 
through looking to the past, not for its recovery, but for its affirmation of the present 
in order to realize a collective imaginary of a "livable" present. By such, any object 
that is tinged with "pastness", including past Cantonese films, past personalities, old 
architecture, etc, can become an object of nostalgia. This explains why there has 
been a growing tendency of urban films on vanishing landscapes in Hong Kong. 
The basic attitude behind such nostalgic projection is not an attempt to "enshrine" 
past lifestyles, customs, nature ofhuman interaction as a "reference" for the present. 
Hence, as we can see in Chungking Express, there has never been any explicit 
nostalgic expression towards those old landscapes and architecture. Rather, the old 
landscapes and architecture are used to vent out dissatisfaction with the present, in 
'-terms of the growing complex urban space that produces a problematic sense of time 
and dislocation. It is hence the hegemonic thinking of status-quo which lies behind 
the impetus of identity behind the contemporary mode of nostalgia. 
What is also essential to note is that the language of opposition and difference 
which Hong Kong people as colonized subjects undertake, as towards the urban 
space, is nevertheless offered by urban modernity and capitalist imperatives of 
progress, possibilities, affluence, technological advancement. In relation to the loss 
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of historical sequentiality and the problematic time sense which the urban space 
produces, the discourse of opposition and difference as constructed by Chungking 
Express can scarcely be about resolving the crisis and problematic of urban life. 
The sense ofloss, as particularly experienced by young urban individuals, is relegated 
to being an existential "boredom" that arises from nowhere. What is neglected is 
the real complexities in the specific social and historical formation of this urban 
subject. How the subtle forces in which the status-quo imaginary has for so long 
diverted the younger generation from political participation to a pursuit of simply 
lifestyles and personal fulfillment is flattened through the urban spectacle of 
"placelessness" and "timelessness" that eliminates the need of any stable identities. 
The urban spectacle of "chance", unlike a "re-enchantment" against the loss of 
historical sequentiality incurred by the fast-changing space, registers a historical 
rupture nurtured in the personal realm. This historical rupture is constituted 
through the film'sjustification of existentialist framework ofhuman actions, which is 
engineered by a soft optimism of configuring the urban city through a "user-friendly", 
egalitarian flexibility of individual appropriation. The subtle working of the 
“hegemonic thinking of status-quo imaginary beneath discourse of opposition and 
difference is hence obvious. 
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He'sa Woman and She 's a Man. C'estLa Vie Mon Cheri. He and She 
In this section, I shall focus on the three urban films, mainly works of the 
UFO Production House (United Filmmakers Organization), except C，est La Vie, 
Mon Cheri. The choice of these films rests on their particular uses of old Chinese 
apartments to construct a discourse of cultural diversity through an "urban 
spectacle" bearing a different nature than that as constructed by Chungking Express. 
While there are similarities in the ways that old Chinese apartments are represented 
in these three films to construct an "urban spectacle", there are also some features 
which vary and should be grappled altogether to see the "urban spectacle" 
constructed by these films. I shall discuss the features of the "urban spectacle" as 
constructed in these three films in the following through investigating the ways in 
which old Chinese apartments are incorporated into a contemporary urban fabric. 
The "Uri)an Spectacle" 
»•-“ 
i. Positive Human Qualities 
The first feature of the "urban spectacle" constituted through the use of old 
Chinese apartment is the endowment of distinctively positive human qualities in 
dwellers of old Chinese apartmenst, which serves to project the films' critique of the 
urban city in terms of its cold rationality, logic-making imperatives and lack of 
creativity of urban dwellers. 
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In C'est La Vie, Mon Cheri by Ye Tung-shing, an old Chinese apartment in 
the less developed urban area in Yau Ma-tei serves as the dwelling place of a group 
of traditional artists in Temple Street. The story is about a young jazz musician, 
who, frustrated by the idiosyncrasies and lack of creativity of the contemporary 
mainstream music industry, encounters the daughter of a woman who heads a group 
of Cantonese opera singers in Temple Street. The story revolves around their love 
relationship with special emphasis on how the girl's creativity, innocence, simplicity, 
sincerity, optimism and courage (towards the fatal disease of cancer) leads to a 
complete transformation in character of the pessimistic, cynical and frustrated young 
jazz musician. The positive qualities of the girl as well as the traditional artists in 
Temple Street are depicted in contrast with the familiar circle of acquaintances of the 
young man, including his famous idol singer girlfriend, the group of pragmatic, 
characterless mainstream music producers, as well as the cynical yet egotistical 
group of alternative music artists earning a living in cheap jazz bars. 
“ In He's a Woman and She's a Man by director Chan Ho-san, produced by 
UFO Production House, an old Chinese apartment in Kowloon city is the dwelling 
place of a girl who is a fan ofRose, a famous idol singer, and her lover, Ka-ming, a 
prestigious music producer that transforms Rose from an ordinary girl to a star. 
Rose and Ka-ming represent the "myth" of the mainstream music industry adored by 
all. The story revolves around how the girl, by coincidence, joins a recruitment test 
held by Ka-ming who is searching for a new face to train to become a future star. 
The girl then poses as a man named Wing (because Ka-ming recruits only a man in 
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this training project) and by chance is selected by Ka-ming. The girl then steps into 
the life of Ka-ming and Rose, whose simplicity, sincerity, creativity in life leads to a 
complete crisis and disintegration of the "myth (|申言舌）of Ka-ming and Rose". Ka-
ming, whose inspirations in music creation have been running to utter exhaustion, 
emerges from his mental cocoon and begins to make music again due to the 
inspiration and creativity of Wing. He then begins to develop an affectionate 
sentiment towards this young "man", Wing, and leads to a crisis in his sexual 
orientation, as he does not know that Wing is actually a female. The girl who joins 
in the recruitment test simply out of fun and the urge to have more chances to be 
close with her idols, Ka-ming and Rose, hence turns out ironically as a destroyer of 
the "myth of Ka-ming and Rose" as "produced" by the "dream factory" of the 
mainstream music industry. The endowment of positive human qualities of sincerity, 
honesty, optimism in this girl from an old Chinese apartment in Kowloon city by the 
film and "his" subsequent ascent to fame and popularity as an idol singer contrasts 
with the alienated and superficial love between Ka-ming and Rose, as well as the 
materialistic "image-industry" of mainstream popular culture. 
••-' 
In He and She by Cheng Dan-sui, also produced by UFO Production House, 
an old Chinese apartment in Sheung Wan is used as the dwelling place of four young 
people, including three women and a man. The man is a homosexual, played by 
actor Leung Kar-fai. Leung is depicted in the film as a homosexual man who 
possesses all the positive "feminine" qualities of being caring, considerate, patient, 
and sincere. In the film, his positive qualities serve to contrast with the lack of 
warmth and alienating love relationships in the contemporary urban city. His 
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considerate and patient qualities are depicted as that which provide a "shelter" to the 
three so-called "urban” women, from giving psychological support to going about 
daily domestic duties in the house. All the three women have sad experiences in 
love. One of them has been unable to find true love, but only material gratification 
after repeated failures. One is pathetically too accustomed to superficial love 
relationships in terms of only sexual gratification, and get used to always going to 
doctors for abortions. The other one has had an urge for stable relationships but 
made pregnant and abandoned by a womanizer who only targets for "one-night 
stand". Leung's positive qualities are hence endowed by the film to contrast with 
the materialistic, non-caring, and alienating love relationships in the urban city. 
Hence, what these films share in common is the depiction of old Chinese 
apartment as a "re-enchantment" site against the problematic human relationships in 
the contemporary urban city by endowing the dwellers of these places with markedly 
positive human qualities. Other examples include Age of Miracles、女麻女麻帆 
^,1996) by Chan Ho-san (陳可辛)，which uses old Chinese apartment as a dwelling 
»-
place of a dear old grannie who loves her children and grand-children and bargains 
with the symbolic messenger ofDeath (a neatly dressed man in white suit) to extend 
her period of life on earth. Her warmth, caring qualities and imaginative power 
contrast sharply with her pragmatic and egotistical children who only tum to their 
mother to help them out with their personal problems in love and career and neglect 
her needs of care and affection. Yesterme, Yesteryou, Yesterday {Bdf§^MJ^^ 
y5^ ,1993) by Ma Wai-ho (馬偉豪）uses old Chinese apartment as the home of an 
adolescent boy who witnesses the adult world of sex and love relationships with 
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queries, doubts and cynicism. Heain'tHeavy, He，sMyFather、新難兄難弟,\992i) 
by Chan Ho-san (陳可辛)and Lee Chi-ngai (李志毅）uses old Chinese apartment as 
the past setting of a street "Memory Lane", where the protagonist in present Hong 
Kong coincidentally retrieves to by time-machine, and witnesses the closely-knitted 
bond of human relationships shared in a neighborhood setting, that transforms the 
money-minded and non-committal attitude of this urban young man. And there are 
many more examples of using old Chinese apartment as "re-enchantment" sites yet to 
list. 
The basic attitude towards old Chinese apartments in these films register an 
expression of nostalgia that is grounded in an assumption of positive human qualities 
in the traditional lifestyles of a vanishing habitat in Hong Kong. Hence, old Chinese 
apartments are depicted as "re-enchantment" sites by endowing the dwellers with 
positive qualities that are seen almost as distant, distinct and alien to the 
contemporary society, and which serve as sources of transformation and valuable 
"reference" to the contemporary urban dwellers. Here, one feature of the "urban 
••-
spectacle" constituted through the use of old Chinese apartments is the depiction of a 
positive facet of human interaction amidst the functional, manipulative, and 
pragmatic nature of personal interactions that produce despair and frustration in the 
contemporary urban society. 
iL A Historical Sense ofPlace 
Another feature of the "urban spectacle" constructed in these films through 
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the use of old Chinese apartments is the generation of historical depth of the fast-
changing and almost trace-less development of Hong Kong urban landscape, by 
nostalgically "imaging" the old Chinese apartment as a phenomenon "having existed 
and still existing" in our urban topography. In C,est La Vie, Mon Cheri, this 
attempt to allude to a past Hong Kong urban landscape is most obvious. Unlike the 
other two urban films in which it is the young urban dwellers who take up residence 
in old Chinese apartments, C，est La Vie, Mon Cheri features a group of traditional 
local artists performing in the night market in Temple Street. The film devotes a 
considerable amount of effort to exploring the details of the particular lifestyle and 
daily habits of the artists (such as artists "kai luo"開鑼 early in the morning though 
their performance starts only at night, staying up till dawn and then go to personal 
entertainment after work), conventional practices of street Cantonese opera 
performance (audience throwing coins and notes on the floor with great force, not to 
degrade them but to "make noise"響場，i.e., to applaud them), the personal goals 
and vision of these artists (such as saving money to enrich one's "clothes trunk"衣 
箱)，as well as some unique architectural details of old Chinese apartment (such as 
--. 
the existence of an open area outside the apartment called tian 7»2_^ 天井，subtly 
carved stoned balcony, toilets situated outside the apartment in the open area, dark 
and narrow stone stairways, wooden boards with pieces of glossy glass in the middle 
used for partitioning rooms that still leave a long distance and space from the ceiling, 
door bells, and a hole with a lid on the door to serve as door-eyes, etc) (See 
Appendix III). All these details work towards an ethnographic recovery of a 
vanishing landscape as well as its associated lifestyles, habits and customs in the side 
streets of Yau Ma-tei and Temple Street. The attention dedicated to these 
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ethnographic details and intrigues serves to construct an "urban spectacle" in 
discovering unfamiliar and historical sights of the fast-changing city through filmic 
projection, where traces of the past are on the verge of extinction. By such, a kind 
of historical depth of the characterless and standardized (in terms of functional urban 
planning and emphasis on high-rise development) urban city is re-imaged by the film 
in terms of capturing the rapid changing city in a "historical sense of place". 
"Urban spectacle" is thus created by the very act of evoking a sense of pastness of 
the urban topography that co-exists with the rapidly changing city, which injects a 
delightful tinge of "local flavour" of the old Hong Kong to the contemporary urban 
landscape as perceived by the audience. Other examples which attempt to arrest a 
"historical" local flavour of the urban landscape include Days of Tomorrow {^MM 
久,1993) by Lau Wai-bong (劉偉_|^ ，a film set in the already demolished area ofTil 
Keng Nang, Mean Street Story {MSik9,1995) by Lau Wai-keung (劉偉強）which 
is set in Temple Street and Three Summers、哥哥的情人,\99 )^ by Lau Kwok-
cheung (劉國昌)which is set in the outlying island ofTai 0，etc. 
W--‘ 
iii. Mterior Design -— TheAssertion ofUrban Spirit ofCbange 
The third feature of the "urban spectacle" as constructed by the use of old 
Chinese apartments can be seen in the particular style of interior decor of the old 
Chinese apartments. In He and She, the old Chinese apartment of the four young 
people is characterized by the collage ofbright, contrastive and provocative colours, 
nostalgic objects (such as traditional style clocks, benches) and even weird objects 
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(such as unproportionately large-scale crucifix and Mother Mary's statue in a small 
bedroom of whom dwellers have not been explicitly stated of any religious belief )， 
and most importantly, traces of hand-made "crudeness" of "do-it-yourself interior 
replenishing. The interior decoration of the old Chinese apartment establishes a 
distinctive wisual dominance, through which the natural signs of decrepitude and 
out-datedness of old Chinese apartments are erased out of sight.(See Appendix IV 
and V). This visual dominance is different from that of the apartment as displayed 
in, say, Chungking Express, which, as I have discussed, constructs a visual spectacle 
through the use of stylized cinematography, the insertion of up-beat music and the 
bodily state of exhilaration of the heroine. In Chungking Express, one can still 
easily recognize directly from the interior installation that the setting is unmistakably 
an old Chinese apartment. However, in He and She, the old Chinese apartment 
assumes an unmistakably urban spirit in terms of a "cult" and "punkish" auratic 
characteristic of the tastes of the new generation, that revitalizes signs of decrepitude 
into a playful and carnival design. It is also essential to note that in this dwelling, 
the inhabitants are far from being economically underprivileged, as one is likely to 
'-associate with dwellers of old Chinese apartments in reality. The inhabitants are 
young, and in some cases, even relatively well-off (one woman owns a flower shop, a 
flat and a bar, and the man is a stylish image designer for the television media). In 
fact, one can easily detect from their lifestyles and consumption tastes and practices 
that they are unmistakably a group of yuppies for whom financial problems are not 
worries. They are a group of young people who are creative, artistic, mobile, 
economically independent and relatively westernized in tastes and always eager to 
look for challenges and new aspirations, in terms of career and love relationships, 
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like the four characters in the film. 
The unique interior design of the film constructs an "urban spectacle” by "de-
contextualizing" the natural, conventionally perceived topography of old Chinese 
apartments and "re-contextualizing" them with contemporariness, individuality, 
creativity and particularity. The dynamics of an urban spirit of "change" is 
registered through the individual temperament of self-assertiveness and confidence of 
the urban young people to transform the "pastness" of their lived environment by 
their own will. The old Chinese apartment serves as a spatial metaphor of the 
dynamic and mobile mode of life of the young urban people in transgressing 
boundaries and counter-acting the unfavourable pressures of the urban city. This 
unique renovation of the interior design of old Chinese apartment is almost a marked 
symbol of many of the urban films by UFO productions. Other examples include: 
Tom，Dick andHairy {MS^f^, 1993) by Chan Ho-san (陳可辛）and Lee Chi-ngai 
(李志毅)，Two ofa KInd{fWA^UB,l993) by Chan Tak-sum (陳德森)，Dr. MaUc 
(流饭«^,1995) by Lee Chi-ngai (李志毅)，etc. 
9-~ ‘ 
iv. SodaUyand CultuTally "MargmBl" Cbamcters 
Lastly, the use of old Chinese apartment constructs an "urban spectacle" 
through its "housing" of socially and culturally "marginal" characters or characters 
whose values, social background or personal orientations differ markedly from the 
conventional norms commonly accepted by the society. In C'est La Vie, Mon 
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Cheri, the old Chinese apartment is the dwelling place of a group oflow social status 
traditional artists in the Temple Street. It is also the dwelling place of a frustrated 
young jazz musician whose talents are even discriminated by the mainstream music 
industry. In He and She, the old Chinese apartment is the dwelling place of a 
homosexual man. In He，s a Woman and She 's a Man, the inhabitants are a girl and 
a young man whose occupation and background are not even mentioned, but the 
audience are only informed of the fact that the girl is a fanatic idol worshipper whose 
main daily preoccupation is to queue up for a chance to see her idol. In fact, in 
many urban films by UFO, old Chinese apartments are also used to house people 
such as promiscuous youths, as in Twenty Something、晚九朝五,\99� by Chan 
Tak-sum (陳德森）and in Tom, Dick and Hairy {MS^{^, or co-habitation lovers 
as in Fve Got You, Babe!(潘種/蒙乂,1994) by Cheung Chi-shing (張志成）or the 
jobless men who join in the triad societies and still remain nobody, as in Days of 
Being Dumb (^5[飛與阿基,\99^) by Or Sau-leung (柯受良)，or an illegal doctor 
whose clients are only prostitutes having sexually transmitted diseases, as in Dr. 
^^^流_生\ etc. 
• »•-
The portrait of socially and culturally "marginal" characters in old Chinese 
apartments serves to construct an "urban spectacle" by configuring the city as a 
meeting place in which serried ranks of people are massed together. It serves in a 
way to inject "side stories" into the universalistic city discourse of progress, 
affluence, and metropolitanism ofHong Kong, by arresting some "particularities" of 
the city in terms of its inhabitants. To the public, the portrait of these socially and 
culturally "marginal" characters serves as a basis of cultural identification by 
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providing a multi-accentual space of social and cultural identification, where 
different strata of the society can seek a point of identification. Iris Morion Young 
emphasizes that the modern city, in relation to its social, architectural and cultural 
diversity, serves as an affirmation and retainment of differences and provide the array 
of possibilities to encounter strangers, which she sees as a new form of social being 
that underpins the necessary condition of democratic citizenship. Young 
emphasizes that city life embodies an ideal form of social relations between strangers, 
a form of coexistence where social differences are not eliminated or excluded, but 
retained through an "openness to unassimilated otherness" (Young 1990:227). 
Young's model of a discourse of city diversity in terms of the "unassimilated" 
coexistence of social differences may perhaps be helpful in understanding how the 
portraits of socially and culturally "marginal" characters in many of the 
contemporary urban films work to construct an "urban spectacle" for the public. 
The notion of the "public" is rendered as multiple and heterogeneous by these 
portraits, where different strata of the audience may seek a point of identification 
while those who are outside these strata may simultaneously affirm their uniqueness 
'-by drawing boundaries with these differences, all embodied in this "unassimilated 
openness" of urban spectacle. 
To sum up, the "urban spectacle" as constructed through the use of old 
Chinese apartments in many of the contemporary urban films, especially those of 
UFO productions, serves as filmic sources of city "re-enchantment". "Re-
enchantment" here works on two levels. Firstly, "re-enchantment" is emphasized 
by the films within the referential world of the film narrative. The portrait of old 
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Chinese apartment dwellers as having positive human qualities such as simplicity, 
innocence and sincerity builds up the spatial metaphor of old Chinese apartment as a 
mental shelter and sources of life aspirations to urban individuals. Secondly, "re-
enchantment" is emphasized by the films re-imaging the city through the depiction of 
old Chinese apartments as having highly individualized creativity, or retaining a 
"historical sense" of the fast-changing modern city, as well as accommodating 
diverse strata of social groups with different values, orientations and lifestyles. 
These filmic strategies of city re-imaging open up diverse ways in which the public 
can view the city in a different way, as opposed to the universalistic claims of 
metropolitanism characterized by the homogeneity of the city identity, 
standardization, or statist conceptions of progress. 
‘Urban Status-quo faiaginary and Cultural Identification in Hong Kong 
As I have suggested, "particularities" of the city as depicted by the films as a 
critique of urbanity should be addressed and examined in the colonial context of 
Hong Kong. 
The sustaining of the hegemonic thinking of the status-quo imaginary that 
characterizes our unique colonial experience rests on ways in which disavowal and 
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opposition by Hong Kong people are effectively defined within the possibilities and 
limits of preserving "prosperity and stability". In terms of identifying the city as 
"home", the status-quo imaginary works through a symbolic process that enables 
different social agents to realize themselves as part of a collective imaginary of the 
"city" in different historical phases of the colony. 
The '67 social unrest has driven the British-Hong Kong government to 
manipulate "prosperity and stability" to pacify anti-colonial sentiments. The vast 
programme of social, educational, economic and political reforms implemented by 
the British-Hong Kong government after the unrest has led to a public reception of 
"status-quo" and recognizes the government as the upholding force of social stability. 
In the 70s, with the rapid development of the media industry (radio, television 
broadcast and popular culture such as Cantonese songs and films, etc), status-quo 
was then collectively perceived as an impetus to growth rooted in a local 
consciousness of the here-and-now Hong Kong society. 
'' In relation to what "prosperity and stability" mean among the public in the 
late 80s and 90s, the 1997 issue and the changes it has brought to the Hong Kong 
society should never be overlooked. In the late 80s and 90s, the 1997 issue has 
transformed the public perception towards status-quo. The 1997 issue and the 
subsequent settlement of the sovereignty issue in the Sino-British Declaration in 
1984 have sparked ofF, in the field of politics, the contestation of the meaning of 
"status-quo" by different power groups, including the Chinese authorities, the British 
government, the pro-Communist capitalist elites and the democrats. Each of the 
泰 
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power groups aims to secure for public identification or to the pro-Communist elites, 
for the recognition of the Chinese authorities. The significance of these contesting 
political stands is that "status-quo" has been multiply interpreted and manipulated as 
political capital. To the public, the whole scenario of local politics is reduced to a 
pure "political show". Since the 60s, political consciousness has been weak in the 
majority of the population due to the “social accommodation ofpolitici' (see Lau 
and Ho 1982:172-188) accomplished by the administrative and managerialist attitude 
of the Hong Kong government in the execution of policies. Hence, the over_ 
politicization of "status-quo" since the 80s appears to the public to be remote and 
inaccessible. Political frustration and uncertainties hence characterize the 
sentiments of the majority of the Hong Kong public. The "metropolitan" city which 
has so far "functioned" effectively as an impetus to growth of the society since the 
late 60s, is now perceived as a space of self-hypnosis with the glamour of"lifestyles" 
that it could offer. 
The impetus of"prosperity and stability", initiated as a British propaganda to 
'-justify sovereignty in the first place, has thus been effectively displaced in every 
different historical phase of the colony. This may serve to illuminate an essential 
feature of cultural identification in Hong Kong. In place for the pursuit of political 
sovereignty or nationalistic schemas, cultural identification is closely tied to urban 
identification. In relation to urban identification, the status-quo imaginary nurtures 
a symbolic force of cohesion through a collective imaging as well as stimulating 
efforts of constructing the "city" along the lines of progress and modernization. 
This serves, on one hand, for the government as a way of keeping check of anti-
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colonial sentiments as the upholder of prosperity and stability. On the other, this 
collective imaging of the city by the public empowers the public by serving as an 
essential symbolic "resource", in terms of a city of affluence, to combat historical and 
political uncertainties in different historical phases of the colony. That a city of 
affluence is what one can all count on even in the midst of frustration or uncertainties 
becomes the symbolic force of cohesion among the public. Public appropriation of 
status-quo in terms of seeing the city as a space of self-hypnosis for the glamour of 
"lifestyles" that the city can still promise since the late 80s best describes how 
cultural identification and urban identification are closely related. 
It is not difficult to see the significance of the "metropolitan" city in terms of 
its progress and modernization in the colonial context ofHong Kong. The "city" is 
the arena in which the interactive relationship between the colonizer and the 
colonized is played out: a city of "prosperity and stability" enhances the 
flexibility/split of cultural identification (simultaneously identifying ourselves as 
Chinese and British ruled subjects): that as Chinese, we can still appropriate the 
'-Hong Kong (colonial) city as "our" home even though that involves being a 
colonized subject, because we are simultaneously a modernized subject. In this 
light, we can see that the "city" is a matrix where concerns, anxieties, desires, hopes 
and foreboding of the society as a whole find their articulation mtbiathe permissible 
limits of status-quo imaginary of the colonial enterprise. 
In this light, the critique of or opposition towards the colonial apparatus in 
terms of its official administration of "metropolitanism" and the associated 
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conceptualizations of urban planning has to be addressed. Critiques of or 
opposition towards the urban may manifest themselves through strategies of evasion, 
resistance or even cultivating an "anti-urban" vision, as can be seen from some of the 
urban films which I have discussed. Yet, in my analysis of these urban films, I see 
that the "city" is nevertheless contested by these discourses within the parameters of 
the status-quo imaginary which manifests itself as capitalist modernity. In the 
following, I shall analyse how the "urban spectacle" in these films unveils that the 
expression of nostalgia in the choice of old Chinese apartments and landscapes in 
fact serves to affirm urbanity and capitalist modernity, despite the fact "nostalgia" 
has been initiated by filmmakers as a filmic source of city “re-enchantment” to 
criticize the urban city in the first place. 
‘O l d Chinese Apartment as Reified Spatial Construct 
i. Tbe Parodox ofAttraction and Anxiety — A Discourse ofProgress 
One of my observations on the nostalgia setting of old Chinese apartments in 
these urban films is that old Chinese apartments are depicted as a paradox of 
attraction and anxiety. The endowment of positive human qualities in dwellers of 
old Chinese apartments, as I have discussed earlier, serves to cultivate old Chinese 
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apartments as a site of attraction to individuals who have been frustrated by lives in 
the city. In C'estLa Vie, Mon Cheri, the positive human qualities of the traditional 
artists in Temple Street serve to provide a sort of mental refuge to the down-trodden 
young jazz musician; in He's a Woman and She's a Man, an ordinary girl from 
Kowloon City injects dynamism and inspiration to the prestigious music producer; in 
He and She, the homosexual man provides companionship and warmth to the three 
women in times of their problems in modern love relationships of non-commitment. 
Yet, I see that such sense of attraction as endowed upon the nostalgia setting of old 
Chinese apartments is paradoxically accompanied with a sense of anxiety. This 
anxiety is derived from the characters' not recognizing and acknowledging these 
positive qualities to be a “permanent referencd' for the urban contemporary lives. 
These qualities are interpreted by the characters, i.e. by the films, only as a transition 
for urban individuals from a down-trodden state to a reaffirmation of urban values of 
progressivism. 
In C，est La Vie, Mon Cheri, the girl from Temple Street, with her optimism 
''towards life, brings about a personal enlightenment to the cynical young jazz 
musician, the latter then gradually abandons his cynical attitude towards the 
mainstream music industry and composes songs again for it, which are later sung by 
his ex-lover idol singer. He also encourages the girl, who sings and records low-
priced pirate tapes in Temple Street, to recommend herself to record companies for 
the possibility of fame. Despite all the positive values of the girl and that of her 
associated environment with the traditional artists of Temple Street, the young jazz 
musician is still anxious of the low social status of the girl in view of her genuine 
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singing talents. Despite the delight in seeing the kind of devotion to singing of the 
traditional artists, he still sees that things "could be better” What is registered in 
this anxiety is the concept of class "upgrading" as the momentum of personal 
transformation and advancement. By such, the nostalgia setting of old Chinese 
apartments is depicted by the film as an attraction/anxiety paradox that operates on 
the discourse of progressivism of the modern city. The attraction/anxiety paradox 
of old Chinese apartments hence reaffirms urbanity in terms of its affluence and 
continuous advancement in economic terms. 
In He's a Woman and She's a Man, the attraction/anxiety paradox of old 
Chinese apartments also operates on the mentality of class upgrading. The positive 
qualities of the ordinary girl, Wing, from Kowloon city, while bringing about an 
enlightenment to the prestigious music producer, are nevertheless incorporated into 
the world of middle-class values, in terms of lifestyles and expensive tastes, 
represented by Ka-ming. In the film, there are not many instances in which the old 
Chinese apartment ofWing is shot. Yet, in those few instances of insertion, what is 
-stressed is an urge of Wing to gain the recognition of the values represented by the 
world of Ka-ming. For instance, there is the comic episode of Wing's friend 
helping her out to fix a fake penis in order to pose as a man to participate in the 
recruitment test held by Ka-ming in selecting a future star. Although Wing's 
purpose in joining the recruitment test is more to gain a chance of getting close to 
her idols than an ambition for fame, what is affirmed is a middle-class "myth" created 
by the mainstream music industry taken as the source ofadmiration by the relatively 
lower social ciass. After Wing has been selected by Ka-ming in the test, she 
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immediately moves into the extremely luxurious flat of Ka-ming even without his 
straightforward consent, saying, "My place in Kowloon city is noisy with the taking 
off and landing of airplanes, crowded and my landlord is terrible." The narrative of 
the film then develops with Wing emerging from a low social position to a middle-
class status when she/he becomes famous as a popular star. 
As she later fantasizes for Ka-ming, she tries to suppress her feelings because 
she does not want to see herself as the destroyer of the "myth ofKa-ming and Rose". 
Yet, her friend encourages Wing to go for the man she loves, in an extremely 
interesting yet thematically significant episode in the film (in terms of reinforcing 
middle-class values). The episode depicts Wing and her friend in their small and 
closely packed old Chinese apartment pretending to be running by moving their 
bodies in a fixed position on the ground and looking out to the window, with the 
friend saying, "You see Sam (Ka-ming)? He is out there! Hi, Sam!" and then 
speaking to Wing, "Go! Sam is there!”. It is an imaginative act of picturing Ka-
ming "out there" in view. What follows is Wing's relief from her suppression of 
'-love and immediately "reassumes" her female identity by slipping into a dress and 
then dashes out of her apartment onto the streets, runs a long way to the luxurious 
place ofKa-ming in the background song of the film, To Chase {M), and eventually 
a happy ending for the lovers. What is to note in this comic episode is the space of 
imagination in the old Chinese apartment, where low social status dwellers set out to 
"chase" after their dreams, and in this instance, the middle-class world represented by 
Ka-ming (See Appendix VI). What is noteworthy is that it has been emphasized 
that it is the positive human qualities of Wing which "enlighten" Ka-ming and 
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stimulates his love sentiments, and a consequent crisis in his sexual orientation. The 
film song To Chase is initially composed by Ka-ming with the inspiration of Wing, 
out of the sense of lack as felt by Ka-ming in his world and his wish for a "genuine" 
lover. Yet, in the end, it is Wing who "chases" after the world of Ka-ming, when 
Ka-ming is in fact the one who has been imbued with a sense of lack and later being 
"enlightened" by the life inspirations of Wing. The reaffirmation of middle-class 
values by director Chan Ho-san is even more evident in the sequel of this film, 
entitled Who's the Man and Who's the Woman、金枝玉葉 //,1997), when the 
world of old Chinese apartment of Wing is totally abandoned with Wing moving all 
her belongings of funny objects (pigs, soft toys, film posters, old style bottled gas, 
etc) from her Kowloon City dwelling and settles in Ka-ming's luxurious apartment. 
It is also interesting to note that in He's a Woman and She's a Woman, the 
old Chinese apartment houses not the family of Wing, but only Wing and her male 
friend, who is neither a brother, relative or lover of Wing, but a “friend” for many 
years. The complete erasure of a "conventional" family background in place for a 
‘rootless, nomadic identity of young people by the director conveniently favours the 
depiction of the ''social mobility ofWing in terms of her embrace of the luxurious, 
middle-class world ofKa-ming. 
To the audience, the film opens up a space offantasy in which a person of 
average or even low social status can ascend to a middle-class world characterized 
by luxurious dwelling, expensive tastes in fashion and lifestyles and in this film, also 
the "dream factory" of the music industry. Old Chinese apartment is hence 
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symbolically used in the film to serve as a transition for both Wing and Ka-ming. 
The former emerges from a nobody to a popular singer, while the latter undergoes an 
"enlightenment" by Wing and then becomes comfortably "relieved" of crisis in sexual 
orientation when Wing comes to "his" world as a "female". The middle-class 
ideology of the film is evident in the use of old Chinese apartment and the associated 
positive human qualities as a temporary reference for a middle-class personal 
reflection of crisis in life. The positive values are then eventually incorporated into 
an unmistakably middle-class fabric. What is registered in the film is hence a sense 
of middle-class an;ae^Ktowards old Chinese apartment and the associated social and 
class background. It is thus not surprising that the film ends with Wing 
"embracing" the world ofKa-ming. The endowment of positive human qualities on 
Wing as a dweller of old Chinese apartment can thus be seen as the construction of a 
stereotype which "functions" as an other for middle-class value to reaffirm itself. 
The nostalgia setting of old Chinese apartments thus constructs an attraction/anxiety 
paradox in which its significance does not lie in being a permanent reference for 
urban individuals, but in its sense oVhecomin^', in terms of individual aspiration for 
'•• a more "desirable" state of existence. 
In this light, it is not difficult to see the discourse of progress which lies 
behind the construction of the attraction>^ anxiety paradox in the use of nostalgia 
setting of old Chinese apartments. Nostalgia setting is used not as a way to 
"enshrine" its associated positive values of sincerity, simplicity, or creativity. 
Rather, it serves to open up an "urban spectacle" of city re-enchantment that speaks 
to the desire for individual and class "advancement", which is characteristic of the 
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imperatives of capitalist modemity. 
u. Tbe Inscription of the Tmpemtive ofAdvanccment into Physical 
Surrounding 
This impetus for advancement can also be seen in the playful and carnival 
design ofthe interior decor of the old Chinese apartments, as I have discussed earlier. 
The fact that young urban dwellers "remold" old Chinese apartments with a highly 
urban "flavour" in terms of a "cult" and "punkish" aura through “do it yourself 
techniques of renovation reveals the "upwardly mobile" character of these young 
people. By transforming the "pastness" of their living environment through highly 
individualized tastes and sensibilities, they actualize themselves by creating a space of 
their own. The characters that are placed in these environment by the films are 
mostly young people who are looking for adventures, bombardments and 
'-possibilities for enrichment in their lives, in terms of love relationships, careers, or 
simply the urge for “something new", like the three women in He and She, or the girl 
Wing in He's a Woman and She's a Man, etc. Hence, the spirit of self-
assertiveness, confidence, creativity of the young generation are "mapped" onto the 
old landscapes. The unique interior design of these old Chinese apartments can 




The significance of nostalgia setting of old Chinese apartments hence 
paradoxically lies not in their original context of traditional lifestyles, but in their 
possibilities oVhecomin^' something else, something whose meaning unfolds for us 
as a site of urban aspirations for transformation and advancement. Thus, old 
Chinese apartment finds its "articulation" in the present filmic imagination through its 
dependency on the logic of “advancement”，which is characteristic of the capitalist 
imperatives of urban modernity. As noted by Jacques Derrida, "In the logic 
of...'capitalistic' and cosmopolitical discourse, what is proper to a particular nation 
or idiom would be to ... advance itself as a heading for the universal essence of 
humanity" (emphasis added) (Derrida 1992:48). 
iii. The "Urban Spectacle" of Social Differences— "Cloaked"GesturGS of 
“Subversion” 
w-- • 
A close reading of these urban films by UFO production house unveils 
another characteristic in the use of nostalgia setting of old Chinese apartment that 
affirms capitalist modernity. The portrait of socially and culturally "marginal" 
characters as dwellers of old Chinese apartments is very often characterized by 
sterotyped, essentialized and binary conceptions of this "marginality". I see in the 
"urban spectacle" as constructed by these sterotyped, essentialized and binary 
conceptions in the use of old Chinese apartments a tendency to issue forth a basis of 
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identity formation to the audience for the "consumption" of social differences. 
In the portrait of"marginal" characters, these characters are usually projected 
as having an anti-establishment attitude that challenges the cultural or social 
establishment of sexual orientation, nuclear familism, popular entertainment, etc. In 
C'est La Vie, Mon Cheri, the young jazz musician outrages his colleagues of 
mainstream music artists who are portrayed as idiosyncratic and shallow. In He and 
She, a woman decides not to abort her baby after a one-night affair with a womanizer 
who has since left her, which then leads to an alternative' "family" relationship of a 
baby having three "mothers" and a father (a homosexual man, Leung, whom the 
mother asks him to be her baby's "legal" father) in the house. As the film unfolds, 
the woman meets again the man who has made her pregnant and left her，the latter 
being determined to get her back to form a family. At the same time, Leung is 
caught up in the confusion of his sexual orientation as he begins to develop an 
affectionate sentiment towards her. What follows is a trial case launched by the 
woman against Leung because he refuses a "divorce" (they are "officially" married 
‘when the child is born), thus resulting in a fight for the custody of the child. The 
court scene emphasizes the daring ofLeung to speak up for himself as a homosexual 
in terms of his willingness to take up the responsibility of a father. Leung's daring 
is also supported by the other two women who defend him on the grounds of his 
warfn, considerate and caring qualities, and even by the judge who shows sympathy 
towards him. Despite the intention of the director of creating over-sentimentalizing 
effects, Leung is portrayed as a character whose marginal position of a homosexual 
serves to challenge the social establishment of the hegemony of heterosexuality in 
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which homosexuality is discriminated against. 
To the audience, the portrait of these socially marginal characters who have 
dared to challenge the existing social and cultural institutionalization of 
heterogeneous identities and values opens up a space where a subversive "voice" 
towards existing social institutions can be enunciated. This "production" of 
subversive voices by the popular cultural industry suits the "needs" of the public in 
the late 80s and 90s context. 
As mentioned, since the late 80s, amidst the political frustration and 
uncertainties towards the future prevalent in the society, the public re-appropriates 
"status-quo" as a basis of cultural identification in terms of affluence and glamour of 
lifestyles which the city can still offer. Yet, what lies behind this affirmation of 
urban status-quo is not entirely a "non-political" or passive gesture undertaken by 
the public. The affirmation of urban status-quo as basis of cultural identification 
unveils how the public desires to "undo" the quest of identity from the knot of 
''political struggle among the Chinese authorities, British government and the local 
political groups. It is a politics of difference, in terms of pursuing a "voice" 
difFerent from either British or Chinese authorities, which is registered behind the re-
appropriation of urban status-quo by the public. In terms of prosperity and glamour 
still "in sight", the urban status-quo enables this politics of difference to be realized. 
It provides the social and economic foundation through which the public can afford 
to vent out a psychological disavowal to the British and Chinese authorities 
paradoxically by staying politically indifferent. The politics of difference is hence 
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materialized in the form of a "voice" which is paradoxically "silent". A 
"modernized" (though colonized), urban subject identity is what the public identifies 
itself as in order to withdraw from political participation. Hence, the hegemonic 
thinking of the urban status-quo imaginary, which has so far operated on the split 
process ofbeing a coIonizedyQi modernized subject since the 60s, is thus effectively 
displaced into the historical context in the late 80s. In this light, it is a 
psychological disavowal through being politically indifferent and dis-engaged, other 
than any practical action of political enunciation, which is precisely what the public 
desires in combat against the over-politicization of Hong Kong identity in the 
changing political scenario since the late 80s. 
This understanding of the psychological make-up ofHong Kong people in the 
late 80s and 90s in relation to the urban status-quo imaginary may illuminate some 
essential features of the "image" industry of urban films as a form popular culture. 
Many UFO urban films, which are rooted in the everyday contexts and scenarios of 
the city, precisely construct a favourable cultural space which accommodates the 
'-psychological disavowal expressed in terms of the political indifference of the public. 
The portrait of socially and culturally marginal characters that have an anti-
establishment, subversive tendency in relatively “less political' arenas (i.e., more 
inclined towards the social aspects than the actual political situation of Hong Kong) 
of everyday life precisely suits the needs of the public. Hence, in many UFO films, 
many conventional social norms are “put to the test"as “micwpoliticg、of everyday 
life, such as nuclear familism and sexual orientation (as in He and She), or career (as 
in the young jazz musician's non-compromising attitude towards his dream in C'est 
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La Vie, Mon Chen), etc. Through subversive expressions in social, i.e. relatively 
"less political" arenas, the public sentiments of psychological disavowal can be 
articulated. Rather than indulging in heavy and tedious identity issues that the 
political scenarios produce, the image industry of urban films produce portraits of 
socially and culturally marginal characters that absorb the disavowal sentiments of 
the public in the field of politics and re-channel them into the diversities and 
pluralities of social differences in the urban city. 
On the other hand, while the politics ofdifference as pursued by the public is 
inescapably tied to the reaffirmation of urban status-quo as pillarstone of self-
actualization, the film media's proliferation of marginal portraits in "less political" 
arenas is then not wholly adequate to suit the needs of the audience. What is to be 
simultaneously accommodated in these filmic representation is to keep the subversive 
tendencies of marginal characters within certain "permissible" limits of the urban 
status-quo. It is thus not difficult to detect that the "production" of subversive 
figures by UFO urban films is designed and calculated in such a way that the marginal 
'-characters, despite their cynical and daring attitude towards the existing social and 
cultural establishments, are but oppositional positions that the mainstream values are 
willing to carry and accommodate. Through the urban films' acknowledging and 
reinforcing of mainstream values in the portraits of socially and culturally 
"subversive" characters, the public can then articulate their psychological disavowal 
while simultaneously reaffirming the urban status-quo imaginary in the establishment 
of symbolic spaces of self-constitution. 
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It is hence a common mentality in many UFO films to portray the socially and 
culturally marginal characters who are dwellers of old Chinese apartments through 
invoking essentializing and statist binary opposites in their depiction. The 
treatment of the issue of homosexuality is the most distinguished example in UFO 
films. 
In He's a Woman and She's a Man, director Chan Ho-san sets out to 
interrogate sexual politics by playing with ambiguous sexual identity by having Wing, 
a girl, to pose as a man who successfully enters into the middle-class world of the 
mainstream music industry. When Wing first tries to pose as a man by pressing her 
breasts and cutting off the slight curls ofher hair, she says to her friend, 
“I know why. Because you know that I am not a man, I won't look 
like a man to you even though how hard I try to pose. If I tell other 
people that I am a man, won't that be OK?" 
,-What follows is the comic scene of Wing searching for objects which she could 
possibly use to fake as a penis. In fact, the most daring part of the film lies in this 
challenge of male-centeredness in sexual politics that rests on seeing the "penis" as 
the symbol of power, through viewing "penis" as readily replaceablehy playful items 
such as light bulb, screwdriver, light sticks (螢光棒)that Wing uses (see 游靜 1996: 
168). Yet, it is this "male identity" ofWing which later leads to a serious identity 
crisis regarding the sexual orientation of Ka-ming, who is a heterosexual lover and 
begins to develop an affection towards this young "man" Wing. The crisis is finally 
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resolved in the recovery of the female identity of Yuen, and the "legend” of 
heterosexual relationships is reaffirmed. Despite the film's interrogation of sexual 
identities, an unmistakably homophobic mentality is registered within the context of 
a middle-class ideology. At the end of the film, when Wing, dressed in a skirt, 
appears before Ka-ming, the latter says, “I don't care whether you are a man or a 
woman, I only know that I love you." This may be seen at first sight as a challenge 
to the hegemony of heterosexuality, yet a challenge that comes only when Ka-ming 
knows that Wing is indeed a woman. Hence, in playing with ambiguities of sexual 
identities, the film only tends towards a reaffirmation of the mainstream hegemony of 
heterosexuality through "cloaked" gestures of political correctness. On the other 
hand, the only two homosexual men in the films are two side characters who are 
depicted as uneasily "feminine". Homosexual figures are hence stereotyped as 
"feminine". Binary opposites of male Vs female, heterosexual Vs homosexual are 
stably defined throughout the film's "spectacle" of"marginality". 
In He and She, the treatment ofhomosexuality is even more conservative and 
.-reactionary. Leung, a homosexual man who is depicted as warm, caring and 
considerate, is emphasized throughout as being "feminine", in terms of his gestures 
and his hobbies in making clothes and in going about the daily domestic chores. 
What's more essential is that the sexual orientation ofLeung is explained by the film 
as a result of his "going astray" after having been disappointed in a heterosexual 
relationship when he was in his teens. The instinctual sexual orientation of 
homosexuals is totally neglected in this hegemonic view of heterosexuality. In the 
end, Leung resumes his heterosexual orientation in falling in love with one of the 
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three women; a happy ending is what follows. Homosexuality is hence configured 
as "abnormal" and can be "cured" by heterosexual "bombardment". A happy 
ending has to be about a man and a woman loving each other. 
Hence, in these two UFO films, there is no vision of introducing a more open 
attitude towards the marginalized groups of homosexuals, but rather a solidarization 
of mainstream hegemony of heterosexuality conveyed through an enclosed binary 
opposition of normal vs abnormal. On the other hand, anti-establishment tendency 
towards nuclear familism (by having a single mother bringing up her child who has 
only a "legal" father served by Leung) as initially set forth by the film He and She is 
also in the end incorporated into a conventional family "norm" in having the father 
transforming from "queer" to "straight". The anti-establishment of the young jazz 
musician towards the mainstream music industry in C'estLa Vie, Mon CAe77'has also 
never in fact deviated from the acknowledgment by mainstream music industry in his 
pursuit of his musical career, as I have discussed earlier in relation to the 
attraction；'anxiety paradox in the spatial metaphor of old Chinese apartments. 
W--
To the audience, the "urban spectacle" of social differences as constructed in 
these UFO films hence opens up a ''camivaV where established norms and values are 
temporarily "subverted". Mikhail Bakhtin,s notion of"camival" may partly explain 
the mechanism of this "urban spectacle" of differences. In his words, "...special 
carnival time [which is] excluded from historical time, [flows] according to its own 
special carnival laws and fmding room in itself for an unlimited number of radical 
shifts and metamorphoses" (Bakhtin 1984a:74). "Camival" hence connotes a feast 
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of becoming and change out of "masking" in terms of sexual and social roles. 
Bakhtin positively views carnival as a possibility to subvert the rigidity ofhegemonic 
assumptions, say, towards gender, age and social background due to the 
ambivalences of identities in carnival time, as well as a possibility for one “to be able 
to see oneself and understand the other" (Bakhtin 1984b:176) in one's participation 
through assuming heterogeneous roles. The "urban spectacle" of social differences 
constructed in these UFO films may be read against the notion of"camival" in terms 
of opening up a multiplicity of subversive identities that speak to the sentiment of 
psychological disavowal and frustrations of the audience in the contemporary. Yet, 
this "urban spectacle" of social differences differs from Bakhtin's "carnival" in the 
sense that the former is registered with a social order oVcontroV which keeps check 
of the subversive tendencies to be articulated within permissible limits of mainstream 
hegemonic values. 
As implicated in Bakhtin's view, carnival is characterized by a profoundly 
democratic and egalitarian impulse, with participants from all social background 
'• being able to assume freely multiple identities as a respite from their socially 
hierachized identities. Robert Stam's analysis of Bakhtin's notion of "carnival" 
suggests that camival constitutes a ''participatory spectacld' that foregrounds "social 
overturning and the counterhegemonic subversion of established world via 'the 
world upside down’，’ (Stam 1989:93). Stam interprets Bakhtin's idea of carnival as 
a collective subversion in "a moment of collective catharsis, a profoundly social and 
interactive form of jouissance, camival offers a transindividual taste of freedom in 
which costumes revelers play out imaginary roles corresponding to their deepest 
184 
desires" (emphasis added) (Stam 1989:130). I believe this democratic and 
egalitarian impulse which characterizes "carnival" is also applicable to the mechanism 
of audience empowerment which is at work in the "urban spectacle" of social 
differences in these UFO films, but with a slight twist. 
The "urban spectacle” of social differences in these urban films serves to 
empower the audience not by stimulating their identification with these subversive 
roles. The essentializing binary discourses of marginal characters which these films 
construct serve to provide a space where the audience could in tum "colonize" these 
social and cultural differences as the basis of self-constitution, from consolidating the 
fact that "I am not them". Hence, the calculated "checks" of the extent of 
subversion opens a "participatory spectacle" in which the audience participate not by 
identifying, but by consuming these "cloaked" subversive images to reaffirm 
mainstream hegemonic values. It is hence a democratic and egalitarian impulse 
which is offered by the film media in these "urban spectacles", in which social and 
cultural differences are now “mass produced' and made always readily available for 
,audience consumption. What is reaffirmed is thus the urban status-quo of capitalist 
modernity, in terms of the highly developed and diversified arena of film industry 
mobilizing a spectacle of stably defined ''difference^' that sets in motion the 
marketing chain of the production and consumption of "desirable" cultural images. 
In this playfiil, caraivalesque democratic impulse opened up by the film media, the 
public could freely "purchase" to establish symbolic spaces of self-constitution. 
Status-quo is upheld in terms of conceptualizing the city as providing the JS-eedomio 
aspire to egaHtarian flexibilities for individual appropriation, and hence a positive 
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force in urban life. The impetus of self-constitution, which characterizes capitalist 
imperatives of individual pursuits and advancement, is thus evidently registered in 
these “urban spectacles". As noted by Derrida towards the discourse of modemity, 
"[avant-gardist position] that advances and promotes itself as an advancd\ so as “to 
make advances on the other, to induce, seduce, produce,... to love, to violate, to 
colonize，，(Derrida 1992:28). 
In this light, the urban spectacle of socially and culturally marginal characters 
in old Chinese apartments can be seen as a spectacularization of history that 
functions as a matrix of social differences for public consumption. Locating this 
within the context of the collectively shared political indifference of the public in the 
contemporary, this spectacularization ofhistory hence works towards the absorption 
of politics in the social accommodation ofdifferences. What the public needs are 
thus cultural images which are theoretically subversive but politically insulated. 
What is constituted in this "urban spectacle" is hence a space offorgetting in terms 
of, in the reaffirmation of capitalist modernity of urban status-quo, the indifference of 
'• the public towards political culture. 
Conclusion 
In this chapter, I have attempted to articulate how old landscapes, specifically 
old Chinese apartments, are used by urban films as reifledspatial constructs to open 
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up an "urban spectacle". My purpose is to unveil how the contemporary mode of 
nostalgia in the popular culture of urban films operates by spectacularizing history 
qua urban status-quo imaginary. In the films that I have discussed, the choice of 
« 
old landscapes and architecture articulate the sentiment of nostalgia in different 
ways. 
In the UFO films, the sentiment of nostalgia is articulated by depicting old 
Chinese apartments as a “lost object of desirS', in terms of stereotyping them as 
symbolic carriers of simplicity, innocence or close-knitted human bondage as 
opposed to the sense of alienation in the urban city. Nostalgia is also articulated in 
some instances by stimulating a certain ''historical sensd' of the urban space ofHong 
Kong. Yet, this sentiment of nostalgia can at most only be seen as pseudo-nostalgic, 
as the utmost concerns of these films revolve around how the urban status-quo 
imaginary can be "mapped" onto these old landscapes and architecture. The "urban 
spectacle" of social differences, the depiction of old Chinese apartments as an 
attraction/anxiety paradox, as well as the injection of the urban spirit of change, self-
“assertiveness in interior decor that erases the natural signs of "pastness" of old 
Chinese apartments by the young generation, etc, shed light upon a particular 
attitude towards history. These filmic sources of urban "re-enchantment" unveil 
how history, in terms of old landscapes and architecture, is spectacularized to 
reaffirm the hegemonic thinking of status-quo imaginary. 
In Chungking Express, the sentiment of nostalgia is articulated in a different 
way. Old Chinese apartments are used to realize a highly "alternative" lifestyle of 
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individual orientations, in terms of a highly "introvert", at times even a narcissistic 
identity of urban individuals. In the film, old Chinese apartments are not used, as in 
some instances of UFO films, to "enshrine" past lifestyles, values or associated 
human qualities. Nostalgia is articulated by the film's configuration of these 
vanishing habitat and landscapes as a psychic location where psychological combat, 
despite its idiosyncrasies, against the unfavourable forces of the contemporary fast-
changing urban space in human interaction can be posed. Nostalgia is also 
articulated by constructing a visual space traversed by "contemporariness" and 
"pastness", such that an alternative way of re-imaging the contemporary city is 
issued forth. Yet, the very act of "decontextualizing" old Chinese apartments in 
terms of rendering them into a visual spectacle, as well as depicting them as a 
convergence of"chance" encounters and extentialist temperament, registers how it is 
again the urban status-quo imaginary that lies behind their depiction. 
In regard to the effects of colonialism, which is the main focus of my project, 
the reification of old Chinese apartments as registered in these films unveils how 
'"history is "ambivalent". Far from any explicit political interpellation or suppression 
by the colonizer, history is reified by Hong Kong people as colonized subjects, who 
at times attempt to invoke a discourse of opposition and difference paradoxically 
realized within the limits of the cultural hegemony of status-quo imaginary. As 
could be seen in the urban films discussed in this chapter, the colonial administration 
of urban "metropolitanism" is foregrounded as an object of critique of urbanity by 
these films. Yet, this critique is posed through arresting urban "particularities" by 
reifying old landscapes and architecture to constitute "re-enchantment" that in fact 
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speaks from a metanarrative of urban status-quo imaginary. The study of these 






Chapter 4 Conclusion: Nostalgia 一 The Ambivalence ofHistoty 
In the previous chapters, I have attempted to reveal the ambivalence of 
history in the colonial context of Hong Kong by discussing how the contemporary 
mode of nostalgia as witnessed in films can be understood as mediation of our unique 
colonial process. My purpose of interrogating the ambivalence of history through 
popular culture is to foreground how our colonial process works through a system of 
closure as well as rupture, which sets the limits and possibilities in relation to the 
pursuit of identity undertaken by Hong Kong people. 
I. Optimism and Pessimism as Identity Formation 
As discussed earlier, there are possibilities of disavowal towards the colonial 
apparatus and its subsequent cultural and social policies, as witnessed in the 
expression of some nostalgia films which unveil the complexity of history in our 
- colonial setting, touching on a sense of historical consciousness and self-reflexivity. ,-
Disavowal can also be seen in some urban films, in terms of posing a critique towards 
the urban "metropolitan" space, and in terms of the problematic sense of time and 
dislocation brought forth by policies in urban planning and development. Through 
the expression of nostalgia, these instances of disavowal are effected, in Stuart Hall's 
words, “within the opposition between the power-bloc and the people" (emphasis 
added) (1981:227-240). Whereas the active role assumed by Hong Kong people in 
these moments of disavowal or processes of identity formation should never be 
denied and overlooked, this "active" participation of Hong Kong people has to be 
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understood as possibilities of confrontation, intervention, or contestation which are 
nevertheless contained within the limits of the cultural hegemony of the status-quo 
imaginary. 
In the colonial context ofHong Kong, the contemporary trend of nostalgia as 
a significatory practice in popular culture can be understood as the praxis ofidentity, 
in which the tension of identity and difference is played out in the negotiation 
between the colonial government and Hong Kong people. The nature of the 
participation of Hong Kong people in this politics of identity is multifarious. As 
witnessed in the collective expression of nostalgia in contemporary films, strategies 
of disavowal as self-constitution embrace a diverse nature. On one hand, we can 
see how one of the sources of identity formation is based on a straightforward, 
optimistic reaffirmation of "prosperity and stability", as revealed in the symbolic 
conceptualization of the "city" providing the freedom for individual appropriation. 
In relation to the immense sense of frustration, despair, anxiety, uncertainty prevalent 
in the post-colonial setting of Hong Kong, this symbolic construction and 
"reaffirmation of optimism signifies how Hong Kong people psychologically combat 
the tremendous historical, political and social changes by conjuring up the image of a 
still "livable" society. 
On the other hand, we can also see how identity is formed through a more 
complex symbolic process in the construction and reaffirmation of pessimism. As 
witnessed in the temporal retreat to the past in some of the contemporary nostalgia 
films discussed in Chapter 2，pessimism is articulated and reaffirmed paradoxically as 
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a psychological combat of the present despair and crisis. This sense of pessimism, 
as symbolically constructed through the reaffirmation of, for instance, the sense of 
loss (in Rouge), the unbridgeble gaps of historical ruptures (in Center Stage) and 
fatalism (in Days of Being Wild), suggests how nostalgia functions as an "exit" to 
the present crisis which is not grounded in an "idealization" of the past. 
This "escape" and "removal" of unpleasant reminders of the present historical 
and social crisis are accomplished not by the present retreat to an "idealized" past. 
Rather, "escape" is secured, to borrow Jameson's term, in the form of a “collective 
cultural rGpressioii\ in the sense of "an exclusion from consciousness of painful or 
disturbing material" (see Jameson 1994:117-151). Rey Chow, in the analysis of the 
film Rouge, suggests with reference to the contemporary trend of nostalgia in Hong 
Kong that, “In the nostalgic filmic image, the entire world turns into a sadly 
beautiful souvenir. But if its compressed images always convey a sense of loss and 
melancholy, nostalgia also works by concealing and excluding the dirty and 
unpleasant elements of social hardships. The degenerate, seductive, and tortuous 
'• forms of nostalgia's labor are things with which any critique of the 'identity crisis' in 
a present context should take into consideration" (emphasis added)(Chow 1993b: 
75). In view of the present crisis widely experienced by the Hong Kong society, the 
form of "catharsis" provided by the contemporary trend of nostalgia films as an 
"escape" from the "lacking" present can thus be understood to be paradoxically 
embedded in the exemplification of pessimism. This is a symbolic process in 
which history is appropriated at times as an antithetical counterpart{diS in Rouge), at 
times as mystification (as in Center Stage), or is seen with a strong sense of 
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fatalism (as in Days of Being Wild). All these instances of identity formation fall 
within the limits of reaffirming the status-quo imaginary that views history as 
"negativity". The unpleasant reminders of the present are excluded, concealed, 
transplanted and displaced into the past In other words, the contemporary 
articulation of nostalgia does notvQdWy see the past as “utopid,. 
Much has been said about the contemporary expression of nostalgia to be 
understood as a collective reaffirmation and production of the ambivalence ofhistory, 
and hence, a mediation of our unique colonial process. I would like now to 
comment upon how the politics of identity in which the public engages in this 
expression of nostalgia is also to be understood within the parameters of 
commercialism. 
n. The Comnierdaliziition ofNostalgia 
'- What I refer to as the commercialization of nostalgia does not only mean that 
nostalgic images or mood are now mass produced by the popular culture industry 
whose main concern is to make profit. Such a view assumes a necessary 
contradiction in interest between the producers and the consumers of nostalgia, and 
overlooks the interactional forces between them. The consumers and the 
producers are in fact botb active agents in the "market" of popular culture. The 
producers are active and at times creative in the sense of actively searching for some 




and place them in the "market" for sale. Yet, consumers are simultaneously active 
in the sense that their tastes and choices, reflected in their "consumption index" in the 
prevalent diverse "varieties" of nostalgia, in turn act upon and influence the 
commercial strategies of the cultural producers. Hence, the recent phenomenon of 
"history" emerging as one of the "selling points" in the market suggests the active 
participation of both consumers and producers of "re-packaged" historical "aura". 
The interactional and dynamic relationship between the producer and the consumer is 
thus what truly defines the commercialization of nostalgia. 
The commercialization of nostalgia can be seen as the processes of public 
participation in a wide network of intertextual references of nostalgia in everyday 
life. This network is produced by different forms of media and popular culture. 
For instance, the expression of nostalgia in the popular culture of films is very often 
articulated not only within the referential world of the films. There are a lot of 
instances in which the evocation of past personalities, songs, objects, fashion, image, 
events, music, already extinct profession, local places, etc, in nostalgia films is 
‘,-supplemented by a wide network of commercial strategies in proliferating 
intertextual references. These networks of commercial strategies may be seen in 
different forms of cultural products and popular culture, such as karaoke, television, 
image-packaging, popular fiction, advertisements, pop music, magazines, etc. 
These intertextual references of nostalgia open up a social space in which the public 
actively participate in various forms of nostalgia, and hence "make sense" of 
nostalgia in different processes of meaning-production. A good instance of this is 
the film song of 92 Legendary La Rose Noire, Old Time Blues、舊歡如孰.The 
194 ‘ 
song was initially sung by the comic actor Tam Bing-man (譚炳文).The song 
which begins with "My lover at that time, we are close in our temperament"(當年相 
戀意中人，大家性情近） is inserted into the popular nostalgia comedy 92 
LegendaryLa Rose Noire by the filmmaker and sets in motion a huge wave of cover 
version (重卩昌）remake of nostalgia songs in the mainstream music industry. The 
unique way of singing by Tam which characterizes the singing style in many tongue-
in-cheek Canto-pop in the 60s is imitated by a local singer, Lo Kwoon-ting (盧冠廷)， 
in his renditon ofthe film song. Later, another Canto-pop singer, Lee Hark-kan (李 
克勤）records the song in his album and designs a whole set of dance movements 
characterized by comical body gestures. Yet, the popularization of the song is not 
wholly accounted for by the cover versions. More essentially, the song is widely 
sung in karaoke and has topped the karaoke hit chart at the time when the film was 
shown. Karaoke, which has formed such a large part of local entertainment in 
recent years, encourages participation not only from the relatively "active" 
consumers of"trendy" cultural products, i.e. the younger generation. Nowadays, 
- karaoke installation is almost readily available in all sorts of entertainment with ,-
varying price ranges and target customers, or in homes. People from difFerent age 
groups, professions and economic backgrounds may gain access to this form of 
entertaintment either in public places or at home. If nostalgia is able to evoke 
collectively shared cultural memories, then the active role assumed by relatively 
older generation, who has indeed personally participated and experienced life in the 
60s, should never be neglected. Whereas the younger generation may in fact find 
the song "comic" rather than really "nostalgic", the relatively older generation may 
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be more inclined to see it as a genuine recollection of some of their cultural memories. 
On the other hand, there are also local critics such as Li Cheuk-to (李焯杉幻 who sees 
the insertion ofthis old song in a contemporary setting in the film as a manifestation 
of a "postmodern aesthetics" in local nostalgia films (see 李焯矛兆 1993&:13-19). 
Whereas it is unlikely that the majority of the older generation would relate their 
familiar song with labels of "postmodern" or "pastiche", one can never deny that 
cultural reading oftrends of popular culture as such has always served to widen the 
social base of identification of cultural products by embracing also the educated or 
the "culturally" alert ones. Viewed in this light, the commercialization of nostalgia 
is made possible in the establishment of a multi-accentual social space of public 
entertainment. In this multi-accentual social space, heterogeneous social groups 
invest different meanings into nostalgia in their active participation. In this sense, it 
is rather obvious that the contemporary trend of nostalgia relies on a wide network 
ofintertexual references to find its articulation. In this instance of Old Time Blues, 
the film media, the mainstream music industry , the public entertainment of karoke, 
the field ofcultural criticism, have all participated in the "making" of nostalgia. 
w' 
It is thus not difficult to see how the contemporary trend of nostalgia find its 
articulation in a consumerist mode of production. In this process of production and 
consumption of "nostalgia", the public actively engages in a process of meaning-
investment in the very process of consumption. The form of public empowerment 
which I have discussed in previous chapters center on the nature of “pschyological 
disavowal" undertaken by the Hong Kong public when they assume the role of film 
audience. Analysis has focused on how such psychological disavowal can be 
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understood as opposition within the colonial regime of power. Yet, one should 
never overlook how public empowerment is at the same time derived from the 
process of seeking leisure or entertainment in the actual arenas of daily life, which 
should be seen as a form of politics of identity enacted in everyday life. This 
politics ofidentity undertaken in the consumption process of nostalgia is even better 
exemplified in other arenas of everyday life, which I shall discuss in the following. 
In an article entitled "Back to the Days before Marriage"(回5[1未嫁時）under 
the column “The Big Tour"(大遊行）(see Appendix VII) in NextMagazine{《壹週 
二巧》1997a: 108-109), the magazine recommends several eating places in Hong 
Kong to young people who may want to select unique places to spend with their 
mothers on Mother's Day. It is interesting to see that these recommended places 
are all places which have been a part of the collectively shared memories of our 
mothers，generation. Places such as Yucca Delac Restaurant (雍雅山房))，Loon 
Kee Restaurant (龍言己、酒家)，Repulse Bay Hotel,etc., are recommended for their very 
historical "feel". In the article, detailed instructions are also given in terms of 
m--
transportation, price ranges, and choices ofbest dishes in these eating places. What 
is to note is the article's stress on the potential of these places in evoking the "good 
old days" for mothers, who would now come with their kids. The consumption of 
"nostalgia" as a form of leisure is best evident in this example. To the consumers, 
there has never been a real problem of finding no places to eat out in an "eating 
paradise" like Hong Kong. Yet, "eating out" has become more and more 
"sophisticated" in our daily lives. For the sectors of the public even with an average 
income, being able to afford to eat "differently" has become a manifestation of 
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personal tastes and lifestyles. Hence, to eat "differently" has commonly been 
associated not only with trying varieties of food, but also with eating in a specific 
"atmosphere". That is to say, to be able to "afford" a specific "feel","mood" or 
"atmosphere" while eating out faciliates an affirmation of identities in the very 
process of consumption. Seen in this light, the contemporary trend of nostalgia 
which manifests itself in different arenas of everyday life such as eating out, may be 
seen as a form of public empowerment. Other examples of “nostalgia” as the 
"theme" of eating out include the Queen's Cafe (皇后餐廳)in Causeway Bay and 
the Chinese dessert restaurant The Sweet Dynasty (糖朝)；the former became 
suddenly a "cult" eating place frequented by young people after the release and the 
wide acknowledgement of the film Days ofBeing Wild, while the latter features a 
Chinese female in traditional chipao (旗袍)in its advertisement and echoes the wave 
ofhigh-class nostalgic dressing propagated by the boutique Shanghai 7^ 2容(上海灘). 
In fact, all these "theme" eating activities in terms of nostalgia manifest how 
nostalgia can be understood as having a close link with commercialism. 
•--
In another article entitled "No one wants Sik Kar-yin for Hundred and 
Twenty Dollars"(薛家燕百二蚊無人要）under the column "Trendy Information" 
(流行資訊）丨打^^ 6^ :^ 似2识 ?^>76(《壹週刊》1997b: 104-105), the magazine 
runs a feature on the speculation market of nostalgic objects which has become such 
a popular phenomenon raved about by the public in recent years. The article 
compares the "market prices” of different nostalgic items featured by the popular 
stars from the 30s to the late 60s in three different shops selling these items.(See 
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Appendix VIII). Apart from seeing this as an instance in which the public 
accerlerates this trend of speculation out of unreflective and uncritical consciousness 
as consumers, I think that it is also worth noting that they are not that directly and 
passively "carried away" by tides of speculation. In relation to consumption as a 
basis of identity formation, the speculation market of nostalgic objects may be seen 
as an even more "sophisticated" consumption behaviour in terms of cultivating 
unique hobbies and tastes amid a culture of mass production, apart from the basic 
necessities of everyday life such as eating out. In another article entitled "The 
Shining Nostalgia Shop”（星光耀燈麇舊店）under the column "The Set-up of a 
Business"(一盤生意）(《壹週刊》1997c:100-105) (Appendix IX), the magazine 
interviews a factory owner who at present puts on sale the unsold clothes which had 
remained in his warehouse since the 70s. The factory owner remarks that he had 
lent a raincoat in the 60s to a famous actress for the shooting of a recent film. After 
that, he hangs up the film poster in his shop to attract customers. And since then, 
those particular raincoats have become the best-selling items in the shop, with also 
fashion merchandizers coming to purchase them for a blueprint of imitation. The 
''article also emphasizes that customers of the shop are mostly looking for something 
unique in order to avoid bumping into anyone in the streets who may wear the same 
item. The tendency to dress in a way like the stars hence manifests the desire to 
transform oneself, in terms of one's image, through assuming a so-called "unique 
look", since these old clothes are not mass produced anymore. Empowerment is 
thus derived on the basis of affirming one's identity without the need to pay much. 
The speculation market of nostalgic objects as well as the renewed interest in 
nostalgic dressing all point to the fact that it is the pursuit of"uniqueness" which is 
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undertaken by consumers in their consumption of nostalgia. Seen from another 
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perspective, it is a form of contestation and intervention actively undertaken by the 
public towards the homogeneous mode of mass production. In this process of 
the production and consumption of "nostalgia", the producers are able to capitalize 
on the nostalgia trend for economic interests, while consumers are simultaneously 
able to fulfill their wishes ofbeing "smart" and "culturally alert" (in terms ofkeeping 
abreast with the 'cult' aura of nostalgia). What is to be noted is that during this 
process of nostalgia "circulation", the "meaning" of nostalgia in terms of retrieving 
to the past has somewhat disseminated. Nostalgia serves as a personal form of 
politics of identity rooted in the everyday life arenas. It does not so much suggest a 
public tendency to pursue "historical consciousness" as such. To the majority of 
the public, especially the younger generation who have not personally or alertly 
experienced as a grown-up the time of the 50s and 60s, the nostalgic evocation of 
cultural memories is hence inevitably mediated by the mass media and the market 
which circulate these nostalgic images in the form of consumerism. 
‘ , . From the above, it is not difficult to see how the contemporary trend of 
nostalgia proliferates through a wide network of intertextual references in different 
forms of popular culture as well as in different arenas of daily lives, such as dressing, 
eating, touring the city and collection habits. This wide network of intertexual 
references, as discussed, is unmistakably characterized by a consumer culture rooted 
in commercialism. Yet, it is not sufficient to limit either the discussion of nostalgia 
or the discussion of popular culture only within the parameters of personal 
empowerment. Such tendency may likely dismiss the specific historical, social and 
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cultural context of a particular environment which renders these processes of 
meaning-production possible. In fact, the notion of consumption as a basis of 
identity formation or empowerment may in fact be applicable to various capitalist 
societies with their diverse, highly expanding and sophisticated media culture,forms 
ofpublic entertainment as well as a population of relatively high purchasing power, 
including Hong Kong. 
To understand empowerment and how it can be internalized by the public as 
such, it is essential to note how this system of differentiating the "unique" and the 
"homogeneous" is derived particularly in the context of Hong Kong, if popular 
culture has to be understood as a mediation of the social and cultural environment at 
large. What is registered behind such tendency of empowerment in the act of 
nostalgia consumption is in fact a discourse ofcultural diversity, in terms of seeing 
the city as a diverse arena which embraces and offers multiple flexibilities and 
possibilities for individual choices and appropriation. If you want to go for a 
"nostalgia package", you can go to sing Old Time Blues in karaoke, read a tong-sai 
'-(塘西)novel, go to Cat Street to look for antique items, eat in Repulse Bay Hotel or 
Queen's Cafe, purchase old clothes or second hand clothes in small warehouses, etc. 
What is reaffirmed is thus the urban status-quo imaginary manifested in terms of the 
capitalist imperatives of freedom in the pursuit of self-advancement. Freedom is 
"guaranteed" by the array of possibilities of establishing individual spaces of 
opposition or empowerment within the multiplicities of the city, whereas self-
advancement is established through reifyingh^\story into explicit markers ofpersonal 
uniqueness oflifestyles. 
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Hence, in relation to the present crisis in the political, historical and social 
arenas of Hong Kong, this reaffirmation of the urban status-quo imaginary hence 
articulates not only a personal form of identity politics. In the process of actively 
participating in different inter-referential systems of signification of nostalgia for the 
pursuit of identity, the public on the whole articulates a collective politics ofidentity 
towards the present crisis. This is achieved by the public in terms of manipulating 
the glamour and the diversities of the city still in sight as a psychological disavowal 
and combat against the unpleasant reminders in the present. This psychological 
combat is also asserted through viewing history in a linear view of emergence of 
development and progress which is issued forth from a modernized gaze. 
Here lies precisely the existence of historical rupture, which manifests itself 
paradoxically in the act of retrieving to the past. If the "positve function" of 
collective nostalgia is to pursue and recover what have been "lost" in the society 
amidst historical tides and changes, then what can be witnessed in the 
‘.-commerciaUzation of nostalgia now is in fact a collective form of anmaesia. It is 
the social impetus of growth affirmed by the "grand narrative" of economic success 
and miracles of Hong Kong that is registered in this act of retrieving to the past. 
That is to say, the contemporary trend of nostalgia, precisely in terms of its 
commercialization, reaffirms a social imaginary of a still "livable" present. The 
commercialization of nostalgia hence constitutes another cultural dimension in which 
the ambivalence ofhistory in our colonial context can be addressed and studied. 
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Through the analysis of the sentiment of nostalgia in some of the 
contemporary nostalgia films and urban films with "nostalgia-charged" setting, I 
hope I have shown what specific "present desires" have been projected onto the past 
by Hong Kong people in their collective retrieval to history. I also hope that I have 
managed to explain how these present desires should be seen as mediation of our 
unique colonial process. I would like to end this project with the words of 
Hall,"[cultural identities] are subject to the continuous 'play' of history, culture and 
power ... identities are the names we give to the difFerent ways we arepositionedhy, 
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Appendix III A Shot from C'estLa Vie, Mon Cheri • 
• 
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A shot showing some of the unique architectural features of old Chinese 
apartment. This is an open area outside the apartment, normally called tian 




Appendix TV Shots from He and She 
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Playful and colourful interior design which totally erases all signs of 
decrepitude and out-datedness of old Chinese apartments. 
(Please see also Appendix V). 
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I Appendix V I A Shot from He's a Woman andShe's a Man • 
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Wing and her friend pretend to be "running" inside their old Chinese . 
apartment, picturing Ka-ming "outthere". 
m 
j The man: Now, does Sam appear to be getting bigger? 
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